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Living in the Past, Part One - Life in the Past



It felt good to be back.

Captain Andy Baxter stepped out onto the bridge of the U.S.S. Explorer and took a deep breath.

Yes, indeed, it felt good to be back.

“Status check,” he said easily, as he stepped down to the command chair, nodding at Lt. J’hana at tactical as he sat down.

“We are on course for the Unari system, to chart a subspace anomaly.”

“Excellent. Anomalies are excellent,” Baxter said, steepling his fingers as he watched reports from department heads. Looked like everything was in order on his ship. Everything in control.

Beside him, Counselor Peterman was checking her hair in the mirror she’d installed in her console.

“Thanks for kicking Commander Vansen off the bridge, honey,” she said, grasping his hand. “I really do appreciate it.”

“It was the least I could do.” Baxter chortled. “Did she really think she could run things while we were gone? Pshah! She’s lucky they didn’t bust her all the way down to ensign.”

Commander Chris Richards, who was seated at his right, nodded vigorously. “I wonder how she’s doing.”

“I don’t know,” Baxter said with a chuckle. “Maybe one of us should walk down to Inventory and check on her.”

“Inventory!” Peterman squealed with laughter. “That is a laugh.”

“It is indeed a laugh,” Baxter said, wiping a tear of laughter from his cheek. “Wow. I really missed the Explorer. It’s…”

“Good to be back?” Richards asked, then guffawed and slapped his thigh.

“Yes!” Baxter said, wordless with laughter. “Good to be back!” he said, laughing so hard he ran out of breath. “Good…good to be back! Sheesh…I swear, you guys crack me up. I love you guys.”

“We love you too, Andy,” Doctor Janice Browning said, turning around in the seat at helm. She stood up and walked toward him.

“Well…you know how I feel, Janice,” Baxter said, as Browning reached her hands out to him. The Captain stood, embraced her. “I…”

“Shush. Shush your mouth and dream sweet, sweet dreams,” Browning said softly, and leaned forward and kissed him.



EARTH BALTIMORE, MARYLAND TUESDAY, OCTOBER 30, 2003



“Yes! NO! I mean no!” Captain Andy Baxter shouted, sitting up ramrod straight, and bumping his head on the bunk above him in the process.

Several voices in the room moaned in response. Seems he’d awaken a few of his hundred roomates.

“That better not be you again, Andy,” the groggy voice of Commander Chris Richards groaned from the bunk above.

Baxter put his hands behind his head and stared up at the bottom of the bunk. “I’m sorry. I…had a bad dream.”

“Sounds like it was pretty good to me. You were laughing like crazy. Then…well…it sounded like you were kissing your forearm.”

Baxter looked at his forearm, which was resting above the covers, and slightly sticky. “You know my habits way too well, Richards.”

“We’ve been friends a long time.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “Anyway, it was nothing.”

“Well get some sleep. I have the distinct feeling we’re going to get our asses kicked if we keep this up.”

“Oh, c’mon. This isn’t Rura Penthe,” Baxter said.

Richards yawned. “No. It’s the YMCA. Whatever the hell that is.”

“Well,” Baxter sighed. “Let’s try to go back to sleep. We have a big day ahead tomorrow.”

“Yes. Looking for work. I can’t wait.”

“Looking for Bradley,” Baxter grumbled. “Bradley Dillon. He’s the one who got us into this mess.”

“Whatever you want to do. Let’s just get back to sleep. We have to meet the girls at some ungodly hour.”

“Funny choice of words,” Baxter said with a small chuckle. Then he decided it was time to finally shut up and go to sleep. He wasn’t sure, but he had the distinct feeling someone nearby was breathing on him.



“Rice?”

Counselor Kelly Peterman sighed. “Rice again?”

Janice Browning shrugged as she dipped two fingers into her wooden bowl, as the bells chimed outside the dining room at St. Claire’s Refuge for Troubled Girls. “I kind of like it. The nuns put a little nutmeg in it in the mornings. Gives it some…kick.”

“Maybe you could go back into the kitchen and whip up a quick sauce. You know, nothing fancy. Some parsely here, a little rich cream there. Some Ynaran devilspice.”

Browning sighed. “Kelly. Remember, this is the twenty-first century. There is no Ynara. Well, there is, but it’s very, very, very far away, and there’s no way for us to get there.”

“No Ynara. No warp speed. No sonic showers. No nothing.” Peterman leaned her elbows up on the table and rested her chin on her hands. “Man. This sucks. We need to find a way back to the future. Like, now.”

“Yes.” Browning nodded. “I can see how losing all those things must be very hard on you.”

Peterman pushed her rice bowl away and yawned. “You’re not kidding.”

“I wouldn’t know what that’s like. Missing something you left in the future, and all.”

Peterman looked at Browning askance. “Am I detecting sarcasm?”

“Well…”

“Oh!” Peterman said, suddenly leaning forward. “Plato!” She grabbed Browning’s hands. “I’m so sorry. Of course you miss your son. That must be so…so stressful for you.”

“Relax, Kelly. There’s no ship here, so you don’t have to be ship’s counselor.”

“This isn’t the ship’s counselor talking. This is your friend. I know you’re hurting. I want to help.”

“I’m not…hurting…” Browning said, looking down at her bowl. “I know he’s okay. He’s safe, on the ship. I’m sure everyone is taking very good care of him. I just…miss him.”

“Of course you do.” Just then, someone tapped Peterman on the shoulder. “Just a moment. I’m talking to my friend.” She looked back at Browning. “Of course you do. But you know we’ll find a way back there soon. And, with the peculiarities of time travel, we’ll probably end up coming back five minutes after we left. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

Browning inclined her head in the direction of the woman standing behind Peterman, a nun in black garb with arms folded, her wrinkled face pursed in annoyance.

“Miss Peterman…”

“Yes,” Peterman said, slinking down a little in her chair.

“Your cot has been left unattended.”

“Yeah,” Peterman said in a small voice.

“As has your child.”

“Oh. She’s napping. She’ll be fine.”

“Nevertheless, it is not becoming for a young woman to leave her child unattended.”

Peterman blushed. “Young woman? Aw, that’s so sweet.”

The nun huffed. “Please see to your child. Her crying is disrupting activity hour.”

“We’re missing activity hour?” Browning asked, her head lifting.

“As for you,” the nun said, narrowing her eyes at Browning. “I have been instructed by the kitchen to tell you that two bowls of rice is more than enough for one sitting. We have many mouths to feed.”

“Oh,” Browning said sheepishly. “Right.”

“I’ll be back,” Peterman said, rising from her seat. “Young.” She chuckled. “You just made my day, lady.”

“It’s Sister Margaret!” the nun called after her.



An hour later, Baxter and Richards met Peterman and Browning at the tall, iron gates of St. Claire’s. Each still wore their Starfleet uniform, but they had discarded their outer jackets and converted the under-tunic into “polo shirt” mode, so as to fit in better with the style of the twenty- first century.

Peterman cradled Steffie in her arms as she glanced over her shoulder up the hilly driveway that led back to St. Claire’s. “You’ve got to take Steffie tonight, Andy. I think she wore out her welcome at the Refuge.”

Baxter held up his hands. “No can do, hon. We’re persona non grata at the yumca now.”

“I told you, it’s YMCA. It’s an abbreviation,” Richards muttered.

“Anyway, we’re not allowed there anymore.” Baxter stared at his feet. “I sort of got into a fight.”

“Andy…” Peterman sighed.

“This guy tried to lick my face.”

Browning rubbed her eyes. “Holy sh…” She glanced back at the Refuge. “Shucks. I mean shucks.”

Peterman grimaced. “Great. Just great. Now what are we going to do with you two? You think Janice and I like our living conditions? Sister Margaret has been giving me looks ever since we walked in there.”

“I think that was more of a transitional type place than a permanent residence, anyway,” Browning said. “At least that’s what Flo told me.”

“I told you not to talk to Flo,” Peterman snapped. “She was no good, that woman. Did you see the markings on her skin? A knife. Someone painted a knife on her arm. Do you want to know that kind of woman?”

“I can do what I want,” Browning said defiantly, folding her arms.

“Well forgive me for pointing out the obvious, but the four of us need to stop beating around the bush and find someplace to live,” Richards said.

“Agreed,” Baxter said. “And I for one am not going to sleep under that bridge again.”

“Baltimore smells bad,” Peterman said. “Couldn’t we have landed on a better smelling part of Earth?”

“I think they all smell equally bad in this time period,” Baxter said. “It’s supposed to be quaint. Charming.”

“Well, they do call this ‘Charm City,’” Richards said. “At least that’s what that free newspaper said.”

“No place that allows people to lick other people against their will should be called ‘Charm City,’” Baxter mumbled, staring again at his shoes. “I want to go home.”

“Everybody does,” Peterman said. “But we’re stuck in this craphole for the moment and we’ve got to deal with it.”

“You just wanted an excuse to curse,” Browning said with a giggle.

“Yes. Because Sister Margaret wouldn’t let me. F***ing bitch.” Peterman shifted Steffie from one arm to another. “You didn’t hear that, baby.” She stared at Baxter. “Okay, Andy. You’re the captain. Figure something out.”

“Well, I have to admit my knowledge of this time period is somewhat limited. But I think we need jobs.”

“We’re going to need some new clothes if we’re going to find jobs,” Richards said. “I think my uniform is starting to smell.”

“You always…” Baxter began, then decided to let sleeping dogs lie. “All right. So the first order of business is to find clothes. Then we get jobs. Do you know where we could find another one of those free news report thingies, Chris?”

“I think I saw one down on the corner, there,” Richards said, pointing down the treelined street that was home to St. Claire’s.

“Bye, Saint Claires,” Browning said softly, as the group headed off down the street.

“Say,” Peterman said. “In all this, have we ever considered it might be a good idea to find Bradley Dillon? I mean, it’s been over a week since we landed here, and we haven’t heard a peep out of him yet.”

“Maybe he’s trying to find us,” Browning suggested.

“Maybe not,” Richards said. “I don’t think we can depend on Bradley Dillon for anything..”

“But we need to find Bradley anyway,” Baxter said. “We need to figure out why he wanted to come back here in the first place.”

“And we have to stop him, before he screws up the timeline,” Peterman said. “Am I right?”

“Couldn’t have put it better myself,” Baxter said. “But to find Bradley, we’ll need resources. And to get resources, in this time period, you need a job.”

“What can we do?” Browning said, as Richards stopped by a small, square metal box that held several of those “free” news reports.

“Look though the want ads,” Baxter said, glancing over Richards’s shoulder as he paged through the “City Paper.”

“I mean, what can we do?” she asked. “We’re not from this time. How the heck are we supposed to find work?”

“They had doctors in every time period,” Peterman said. “And counselors too, for that matter. We’ll be overqualified. We have skills nobody here has. The trouble will be finding something for these two to do.” She thumbed at Richards and Baxter.

“Well…psychoanalysis was perfected a hundred years before even this time period,” Browning said. “But you’re right about the medical stuff.”

“Fine. There have been no major advancements in counseling in five hundred years. Rub it in!”

“Hold on,” Richards said, thumbing a square on the paper. “I think I just hit the jackpot.”

Baxter squinted at the writing. “How so?”

“What do all of us have that the residents of this time period don’t?”

“Perfect teeth?” Peterman suggested.

“Knowledge!” Richards said. “We’re going to be teachers.”



“I thought we were going to be teachers,” Dr. Browning said, sitting beside Richards as he tapped on a computer in one of the private study nooks in the Baltimore County Public Library. “There’s nothing but books around there. How’s that going to help us with teaching?”

“Shh,” Richards said as he worked. “I need to focus. I’m connecting to the internet.”

“The what?”

Richards turned to face Browning. “The internet. It’s a primitive linkage of computers that spanned the planet. It linked resources and information, and allowed people to communicate with each other. From this terminal, I can connect with an unlimited supply of informational resources. Even though it’s primitive, it’s still incredibly powerful.”

Browning nodded, and pointed at the monitor. “And, apparently, it will tell you how to double your penis in size.”

“What?” Richards looked at the screen, and the bright, colorful ad that had just popped up on it. “Wow.” He looked at Browning sheepishly. “Maybe later. Anyway, let’s get on the University computer system.”

“University?”

“Yes. Baltimore University. They had several job openings in the paper. I should be able to log into their human resources system and give us a little…edge…in the application process.”

“Isn’t that…sort of wrong?”

“Do you want to get back to our time or not?” Richards snapped.

“Point taken, point taken,” Browning said, and stared at the ground a moment as Richards typed. “Say…how do you know how to do all this?”

“I’m an engineer,” Richards said flatly. “Plus, my parents gave me an internet to play with when I was six. It was a lot of fun.” He stared at the screen. “There! I’m in.”

Browning watched as Richards typed fast, moving from screen to screen in the University database system.

“Let’s see,” Richards said. “We’ll start with you. Credentials…hmmm…”

“I got my M.D. from Federation University.”

“F.U. hasn’t been built yet,” Richards said. “Hmm…I’ll just put in University of Maryland. I’m sure there is one.”

“Give me two degrees. I always wanted to study history.”

“Okay. Hmm…University of…”

“America?”

“Sure.” Richards continued typing. “Wow, this is easy. Your specialty?”

“Nutrition.”

Richards nodded as he tapped on the keys. “Right. Internal medicine.”

“You really think this will work?”

“Don’t you trust me?” Richards asked with a smile, and put his hand over Browning’s.

Browning looked at his hand. “Yeah.”



“C’mon…eat this…whatever this ‘gerber’ stuff is,” Baxter said, spooning orange mush into Steffie’s mouth as he sat on a bench outside the Baltimore County Public Library. Using some cash Peterman had stolen out of “Flo’s” wallet while the large woman had been sleeping, they’d gone to pick up some baby food, deodorant, and mouthwash. Necessities. And a chocolate candy bar for Dr. Browning.

Peterman walked up to Baxter and sat down beside him, as the sun shone over the bustling Baltimore city street. “Well, that does it. I want out of here.”

“What now?”

“Someone just…relieved himself…in the alley back there. I told him there was a bathroom in the library, but he just laughed at me.” She shivered. “He smelled like the swamp on Shaloma Three.”

“Eeew,” Baxter said, wrinkling his nose. “This is a disturbing time period.”

“We need to get out of here, Andy. Before we go crazy, get committed to an institution, and get stuck here…forever.”

Baxter draped an arm around Peterman as he held Steffie in the crook of the other arm. He squeezed them both tight. “Don’t worry, hon. We’ll get out of this. And if there’s any consolation, it’s that Bradley Dillon is out there somewhere, and I’m sure he’s just as miserable as we are.”



“More caviar, sir?”

“I don’t mind if I do,” Bradley Dillon said, sitting on the patio of the Baltimore Hilton Suites, eating a light lunch and reading the local paper, the Baltimore Sun, while a flute ensemble played light water music just inside the double doors of the hotel’s streetside cafe.

As he scanned the paper, Bradley’s eyes stopped immediately on a name. It wasn’t the name he really wanted, not Lexi, but one that was no less of interest:



BALTIMORE LOCAL BRADLEY DILLON TO HEADLINE

PERFORMANCE AT LYRIC OPERA HOUSE.



This was just the piece of news he was waiting for. He leaned forward, jiggling the table, and his chai tea, just a little, as he flipped to the second page, scanning for further mentions of his name. This was his past counterpart. The one he’d seen in the picture with Lexi, that picture he’d found on Waystation, the one he just knew the Directors had shown him. Why they did it, he didn’t know, but that wasn’t important. He knew when and where Lexi was, and even though her apartment had been a dead end, he knew if he monitored current events long enough, and stayed patient, he’d get the break in the case he needed. And here it was.

“He sings opera?” Bradley asked aloud, to nobody in particular. It wasn’t that surprising. His family was a cultured group, and he figured that it was only logical that good taste stretched back even to this primitive time.

The 21st Century Bradley’s performance was tonight, part of a recital featuring local music talent. Apparently, there was an influential music school in town, name of Peabody Conservatory, and according to the article, Bradley taught a music class there once a week.

“Good thing I have no plans tonight,” Bradley said again, to himself, and smiled as he folded up the paper and finished his chai tea. “I believe a night of music would do me a world of good.”

Truth be told, Bradley felt lonely. He knew that was the risk of this undertaking. Probably the least of a number of risks one took when traveling back in time to try and find the love of his life. Was he crazy for attempting this, or was this the only truly passionate thing he ever did?

Bradley considered all this as the well-manicured waiter scooped his dishes and cup off the table and nodded politely as Bradley pressed a $100 bill in his jacket pocket. Good thing the 21st century economy worked off something as simplistic as draft checking. All Bradley had to do was create one exquisitely forged check, made out for $2 million. Perhaps it had been excessive, but he would leave nothing to chance. He wired that check, on arriving, to an offshore bank account he’d researched before leaving the 24th century; one that was inconspicuous enough to be to his liking. Then he merely sat back and tapped into his account through a local bank branch, drawing down whatever sum he needed to get through the week.

Bradley stood, picked his trench coat off the nearby chair, and slipped it on, stepping off the brick patio and into the bustling street and the crisp autumn day.

All things considered, his trip was moving along nicely.



“A student assistant?” Baxter demanded, as Richards and Browning stepped down the library steps and joined Peterman and Baxter at the bench outside the library. “Are you kidding me?”

“It’s all they had left,” Richards shrugged. “You’re not really qualified for anything else. Unless you think you can teach eighteenth century Nordic literature.”

“I could have given it a try,” Baxter muttered.

“Just be glad you have a job,” Browning said. “Me and you are the only ones we could find slots for.”

“Great!” Peterman said. “On top of everything else, I’m a stay-at- home mom.”

“With any luck we won’t be staying at home for long,” Richards said. “These jobs are just temporary, just to give us some spending money while we search for Bradley, remember?”

“Exactly,” Baxter said, and glanced at Browning. “What’d you get?”

“Professor of Forensic Science. Forty thousand a year.”

“Thousand what?” Baxter asked. “Oh. Right. Dollars. Is that a lot?”

Browning grinned, handing Baxter a sheet of paper Richards had printed off, describing the student position. “It’s a lot more than you’re making, Andy.”

“Fine. Rub it in,” Baxter muttered, handing Steffie to Peterman and reading his page as the group walked off down the sidewalk. He read the list of duties. “Distribute promotional items. Set up student events. File. Fax. Copy.” Baxter grimaced as he read the report. “I’m a captain! And that’s the closest you could find to my work experience. Sounds like I’m damn secretary!”

“They were also looking for a Vice President for Academic Affairs. Think you could have done that?” Richards asked.

“Very funny.” Baxter looked up from his print-out. “How about our housing situation? Did you use that web thingy to get us something nice, maybe a six-bedroom mansion overlooking the Chesapeake bay?”

“First of all, the Chesapeake bay is forty miles away,” Richards said. “Second of all, I’m not a miracle worker. I got us into an apartment in the student housing complex across from main campus.”

“Just one apartment?” Peterman asked, clutching Steffie. “For four adults and a baby?”

“It’s two-bedroom,” Richards replied.

“Oh, well nevermind then. Sounds lovely.”

“We need to stick together,” Browning said. “The last thing we need is to be separated for very long. Who knows when the cavalry will come rescue us from the past. We want to be in one place when they come so we can get back to present day as soon as possible, right?”

“And the less we split up, the less likely we are to seriously damage the timeline,” Richards continued.

“Brilliant,” Baxter said. “Did you guys make any other unilateral decisions while you were in there?”

“Christopher downloaded some pornography,” Browning said with a smile.

“I did not!”



Bradley Dillon sat in the audience at the Lyric Opera House that night, stunned, as he watched his past counterpart sing.

It was truly beautiful, this man who looked remarkably like him, singing a perfect Verdi, complete with profound bass rhythms and a soaring accompaniment by the pit orchestra. Bradley was moved.

As his ancestor’s riveting performance concluded, the audience stood en masse, giving him a standing ovation. Bradley stood too, and clapped hard.

After the performance, Bradley waited in the alley behind the Opera House, glancing about from time to time to make sure no security officers were about. If being President of the Federation had taught him anything, it was that security was everywhere. Especially when there were important people about.

True, Past Bradley was only a local talent, and hadn’t reached even regional notoriety with his singing, but Future Bradley already liked him. The man had pure talent, and was obviously cultured and refined. He’d be extraordinarily helpful in finding Leximas. Of this, Bradley Dillon was sure.

The heavy metal doors at the back of the opera house opened up, and a man Bradley’s height stepped out, clad in a black trenchcoat and scarf. He glanced at Bradley as he stepped out toward Maryland Avenue. There was a flicker of recognition in his eyes.

“Bradley?” Bradley asked innocently.

The other Bradley’s eyebrows raised. He pushed his scarf down. “Yes. Do I know you?”

“It’s me. Your cousin! Frederick.”

Past Bradley scratched his head. “I’m not sure I know a cousin Frederick.”

“Of course you do. Aunt Elma’s son. The one who went away to Canada to study photosynthesis.”

“Ah,” Bradley said, nodding. “It’s starting to ring a bell.”

Research was a beautiful thing, Bradley thought with an inner grin. He stepped forward to shake Bradley’s hand. “I just wanted to tell you how much I appreciated your performance. You were terrific. I was in Baltimore on business and when I saw you’d be singing tonight. I just had to attend!”

“You’re too kind,” Past Bradley said smoothly. He stood there a few moments in silence. “What are your plans this evening? Would you like to get a cup of coffee? There’s a nice place just down the street.”

“Excellent idea,” Future Bradley said, wrapping an arm around Past Bradley. “I think we’ll have a lot to catch up on.”



Meanwhile, two streets over, Captain Andy Baxter looked up at the six-story brownstone on St. Paul Street and sighed.

“This is the best you could do,” he said flatly.

“When I have two hours and no money to work with,” Richards said. “Yes. This was the best I could do.”

“I think it’s cozy,” Browning said.

“Steffie just pooped,” Peterman pointed out.

“Shall we?” Richards asked, pointing toward the brownstone’s front door.

“What’s all that noise over there?” Browning asked, craning her neck to look down Mount Royal Ave. at the throngs of people milling about outside the downtown opera house.

“Some kind of performance letting out,” Baxter said, standing at the door and looking at the crowd. “I’m sure it was terribly dull.”

“Yeah,” Browning said, following Baxter up the steps. “You’re probably right.”



“Fascinating,” Bradley said, sliding the plate of watercress sandwiches toward his ancestor. They’d walked a few blocks over from the Lyric to a quaint Cafe on St. Paul Street, complete with dim lighting, wood paneling, and brass fixtures. The typical 21st Century locale. So…natural. “You say you’ve been singing since you were sixteen?” Bradley asked.

“Yes. I started during prep school.”

Bradley actually felt a little choked up. “Prep school. You’re such a Dillon.”

“Pardon?”

“Nothing. Just…I like you. You’re a good man.”

Past Bradley cocked his head. “Thank you. I’m…sure you are as well.”

“That remains to be seen,” Bradley said lightly. “So…you live alone?”

“Yes. In a small apartment a few blocks from here. Teaching and the occasional performance don’t allow for much more.”

Bradley arched an eyebrow. “Friends?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Do you have a good network of friends? Surely you must have a busy social life.”

“Practicing and preparing lesson plans keep me busy. There was…somebody…for a while, but I’ve been on my own for the most part since I moved here after college.”

“Tell me about this somebody?”

“Not much to tell.” Past Bradley smiled wistfully. “She was quite amazing, though. A one of a kind woman.”

“I know the type.” Bradley leaned forward, clasping his hands in front of him. “Continue, please.”

“Lexi was…well, she had a…” He took a breath. “How should I put this? Otherworldly quality.”

“I can only imagine.”

“You must think I’m quite mad.”

“Not at all. I’ve known an otherworldly woman or two in my life.”

“She and I became very close over the last few years. We met in such odd circumstances. I came across her on a street corner, being accosted by a police officer. She seemed disoriented, like she wasn’t sure if she belonged.”

“Belonged?”

“On that corner. On that street. On Earth.” Past Bradley shook his head. “She seemed detached. And I knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that I had to intervene on her behalf.”

“And you became friends…” Bradley had already read all this in his family journals. The very journal his ancestor would one day make entries in.

“We became very good friends. A better friend I’ve never had.” He stared off beyond Bradley now, looking out into the wet night. Rain had begun to patter down. “She was probably my best friend. Those are hard to come by.”

Future Bradley nodded. “They are.”

“You do what you can to keep them, but in the end, some people are only in your life for a short time and then…poof!” He made an explosive gesture with his fingers. “Gone.” He smiled wistfully. “She was like that.”

“And you haven’t tried to find her?”

“Why would I?” Bradley asked. “I know just where she went.”

Future Bradley’s eyes went wide. This was where the holes were in his records of 21st Century Earth. He didn’t even know Lexi had left, much less where she’d gone. It was as if that part of history hadn’t been written yet. “Where? Where did she go?”

Past Bradley eyed his descendant strangely. “Do you…do you know this woman?”

“Only others like her. Now, I need to know. Where did she go?”

“Why do you care?”

“Because I know, if I were you, I’d want to find her.”

“She doesn’t want to be found. She wanted to disappear,” Past Bradley said. “And I’m willing to let her. One day, quite recently, she just…left.” He looked away a moment, as if gathering memories. “Yes. She told me she regretted leaving, but that an urgent matter had come up, and that her obligations were elsewhere. I respect that.”

“Elsewhere where?” Bradley asked.

“Montana,” Bradley said. “A place called Ismay.”

Future Bradley raised an eyebrow. “Ismay, you say?”

“But whatever she’s running from, I hope it doesn’t find her. And I hope, however illogically, that I might one day see her again.”

“Me too,” Bradley said, and stood. “I’ve taken up enough of your time. I’m…needed elsewhere.” He tossed a $100 bill on the table. Allow me.”

“That’s not necessary, Frederick,” Bradley called after him as he dashed for the door of the small, dim cafe. “This is too much money. You don’t have to leave so soon, I…”

But Bradley was already out the door, and his ancestor was left standing there, staring at a crisp $100 bill. “Was it something I said?” he asked quietly.



Bradley walked briskly down St. Paul Street. He had some thinking to do. His ancestor was hiding something, to be sure. And the last thing Bradley wanted to do was squander this vital contact. He needed to let Past Bradley stew in his juices for an evening. Perhaps more about Lexi’s disappearance would occur to him.

At the appropriate time, Bradley would visit his ancestor again, and extract the appropriate information. It was like a corporate takeover. Neat, tidy. A surgical affair. Past Bradley had the information he needed, and he’d get it. His plan was still viable. No reason to worry.

That’s when Bradley heard the squeal of a baby crying from a building on the other side of the street. It wasn’t just any baby’s cry. It was a very famliar, high-pitched, nagging squeal. One he’d heard many a time during his senior briefings, every other Wednesday, when Captain Baxter had drawn babysitting duty.

Bradley glanced uneasily up at the open third floor window, and the woman who leaned over to shut it. It was Counselor Peterman.

His eyes widened. Damn them! In the whole city, how could he come this close to them?

Briefly, Bradley felt a twinge of regret. He hadn’t meant to drag Baxter, Peterman, Browning and Richards, not to mention the child, back in time with him. But they’d followed him of their own accord. He wasn’t responsible for them. They were resourceful folk. Look, they already had an apartment! They would be fine. And, eventually, the Explorer people would probably come back in time to find them. It was just a matter of…time.

Bradley shrugged as he quickened his pace to get around the corner and down the street as soon as possible. He was too close to success to be spotted now. And who knew what kind of reception he’d get from Baxter and company.

The fact was, he’d have to work quickly. Because, even if Baxter and the others didn’t get rescued, they’d be looking for him. He couldn’t risk being found.

The others could labor away in Baltimore a while longer. They wouldn’t hurt anything. And, if they were still stuck here when he completed his mission, he’d just swing back by and collect them. He still had his time travel device, and had every intention of using it to get back once he had Leximas. Then the whole group, Leximas included, would return to the 24th Century. Everyone would get what they wanted.

Especially him.



The U.S.S. Explorer’s Red Alert klaxons rang loudly in Captain Baxter’s ears as he sat in the command chair, gripping the arms as the massive vessel lurched.

“Emergency power to shields. Protect the flanks!” he ordered Lt. J’hana, who worked quickly at tactical to carry out his orders. “Helm: Offensive pattern Baxter Gamma Three. Engage!”

“Andy, we’re outnumbered,” Counselor Peterman said from Baxter’s left, gently touching his knee. “We should go.”

“Yes,” Doctor Janice Browning said, from Baxter’s right, also touching his knee. “Andy, we should go.”

Baxter stood, stepped forward. “No way. I’m going to see this thing through. On screen. Let’s have a look at who we’re fighting.”

On the viewscreen, a massive, rectangular grey vessel floated in space, an array of blinking red docking lights (or possibly weapons?) along its black face.

“Load quantum torpedoes and fire when ready,” Baxter said, leaning forward on the helm chair as Lt. Madera steered the Explorer around the massive vessel. As the long side of the behemoth ship came into view, Baxter realized those docking lights were actually some sort of massive blinking numerals.

“What…what on Earth is that?” Baxter gasped.

“It reads six-thirty a.m., Captain,” J’hana said. “Time to get up, baby!”

Baxter turned back toward J’hana. “WHAT?”



“Time to get up, baby!” Counselor Peterman said cheerily, rocking Baxter. “Time for your first day of work.”

Baxter leaned up out of bed, looking around the dimly lit bedroom in their pre-furnished student apartment. Spartan didn’t even cover the college accommodations. Baxter was forced to wonder why anyone even went to college if the facilities were no better than this one.

“Have we managed to do anything about clothes yet?”

“Chris and Janice are at the laundry facility now. They should be back in time for the two of you to head off to work,” Peterman said.

“I’m still not sure how ethical it is to steal people’s clothes from a laundry facility.”

“It’s not ethical at all,” Peterman said. “But I doubt it will disturb the timeline if somebody loses a few pairs of boxers.”

Baxter wrinkled his nose. “Eeeew. I’ll have to wear somebody else’s boxers.”

“I think that’s the least of our problems right now. Anyway, at least the stuff will be clean.”

Baxter nodded. “I guess.” He leaned up and stretched. “Have you tried the shower yet?”

Peterman nodded. “Can’t you tell by my flat hair and callow, wet face?”

“No.”

“Well, I did try it. And it was awful. And soggy. And the hot water ran out. Did you know they didn’t have unlimited hot water in the twenty-first century?”

“It was a brutal time,” Baxter said.

“Can the sarcasm and get your shower,” Peterman said. “I’ve got to go hustle some baby food for our daughter.”

“How are you going to manage that?”

“I’m going to go knocking on some doors around here making very cute faces until a college student gives me some food. Or some money. Or both.”

“You think that will work?”

Peterman unzipped the front of her tunic a little bit. “I’m sure it will. Why do you think I took a shower?”

Baxter shivered. “Try not to look…too cute, honey.”

“No promises,” Peterman said, kissed Baxter on the cheek, and dashed out of the apartment.



“I can’t believe Kelly got so much food for us,” Browning said, as she and Baxter made the two-block hike to Baltimore University. “Two cold pizzas and two two-liter-sized bottles of fizzy beverage.”

“I think it was called ‘doo.’”

“Mountan Doo,” Browning corrected.

“Whatever was in that stuff, I feel great,” Baxter said, blinking. “Very, awake. Almost… mossy.”

“Good stuff.” Browning nodded.

“Almost enough to make me forget my clothes are all two sizes too small.”

Browning giggled as she glanced at Baxter’s skintight polo shirt and jeans. “Beggars can’t be choosers when you’re stealing from a laundry, Andy.”

Baxter wriggled. “It wouldn’t be so bad if the underwear didn’t ride up so much. These aren’t like boxers at all. They’re tight. And white. Don’t they have a phrase for such a thing?”

“I’m sure I don’t know,” Browning scoffed, smoothing her plaid skirt and white silk blouse. “I think I look cute.”

Baxter coughed. “You do.”

Browning glanced at Baxter askance. “What is that now, Captain?”

“Nothing.”

“I do believe you called me cute.”

“So what if I did. We’re friends. I can call you cute if I want.”

“Sure enough,” Browning said. And the next few moments the pair was left in silence, until the pair reached campus.

“I love my wife, Janice,” Baxter blurted.

“I love her too,” Browning said softly, and looked at Baxter.

“Good, then. Well! Have a good day at work!” And Baxter dashed off across the campus plaza. He wasn’t sure if he was headed in the right direction, but at that moment, it didn’t really matter.



Later that morning, just prior to lunch time, Baxter yawned as he sat behind the desk in the Student Activities Office, waiting for the next confused college student to enter the office.

This was somebody’s idea of hell.

“How are you managing, Andy?” asked the sweet-faced, middle-aged woman in charge of the office, who Baxter had come to know as Diane Lerner. She’d stuck her head out of her office for the first time that morning, having been in meetings with a number of students while Baxter watched the front desk.

“Copier is over there, twenty-five cents a copy,” Baxter recited. “Free pretzels for anyone who signs up for student elections, and no open flames on the quad.” Whatever the hell a “quad” was.

“Great job,” Lerner said, and showed her thumb to Baxter again. He knew what “thumbs up” meant. They still did that in the 24th Century. But they seemed to do it way too often in the 21st century, at least for Baxter’s tastes.

“Feel free to use the computer to check your e-mail if it gets slow out here. And thanks for covering the desk on your first day,” Lerner said, and ducked back into her office.

Baxter nodded dumbly. He had no idea what e-mail was. He’d heard Richards mention something about it, but hadn’t particularly paid attention.

He leaned back in his chair and looked around the fancifully decorated office. So many posters advertising events–concerts, poetry readings, comedians and the like. They had nothing like this at Starfleet Academy. The closest thing was the occasional Parises Square Match, or whenever they’d bring a drunken, out-of-shape, badly aging crewmember from the Enterprise A or B to talk about their adventures. But generally, folks at the Academy were left to their own devices. At Baltimore University, Baxter quickly surmised, an entire office existed for the pure purpose of enhancing students’ out-of-classroom lives. What a waste.

“Excuse me,” a voice said, prompting Baxter to look up. A thickly built, short, dark-haired man with beady eyes stood on the opposite side of the desk. He looked at Baxter askance, grinning. “I wonder if you could help me with the copier. It seems to be out of order.”

“You’ll have to call auxiliary sevices,” Baxter said, reaching under the desk for the University phone directory. He’d quickly mastered the art of diffused responsibility. So many student complaints were simply not his problem. Maybe he would excel at this job after all. He paged through the directory, looking for the appropriate number, but the man put his hand down on top of the directory before Baxter could turn another page.

“I’ve already tried. They’re all out to lunch.”

“Really?” Baxter asked. “Peculiar. You’ll have to leave a message.”

“Could you come take a look at the machine?” the man asked with an imploring grin. “It’ll only take a moment. And I’m dreadfully late copying a paper for my professor. You know how it is….”

Baxter nodded along, but he really didn’t. “Sure, I guess I can look at it.” He’d made minor starship repairs before. How hard could a copier be? He just hoped he wouldn’t have to access its e-mail or anything.

“I’m going to go help a student, Diane,” Baxter called out. “Be back in a few.”

“Take your time!” Lerner called from her office. “And please, call me Diane!”

“Oh…kay…” Baxter said slowly, and followed the student to the study lounge next door where the copier was located. “Say, sir, if you don’t mind me asking…aren’t you a little old to be attending school?”

“Aren’t you?” the man asked as he led Baxter to the copier.

Baxter cringed. The man had a point. He WAS supposed to be a “student” assistant. “I guess.”

“The word is ‘non-traditional’ student. You should learn it well,” the man said as he closed the door to the lounge behind Baxter. “You’ll be a student for a while.”

“I don’t know about that.”

The man glanced around the lounge. It was empty. He looked at Baxter, and his face suddenly relaxed into a wide grin. “Just joshing you, Captain!” and he laughed uproariously, elbowing Baxter in the side.

“Captain?” Baxter felt his antique collar, as if unsure if he was wearing his pips. Even so, who on 21st Century Earth would be able to interpret Starfleet rank? They would probably be as confused as he was by the red swatch of cloth around men’s necks, called “ties.”

“Yes, yes. I know who you are,” the man said, stepping closer to Baxter. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Captain Baxter. Your temporal activity file is quite thick.”

“You’re…you’re from Temporal Investigations? From the twenty- fourth century?”

“No, no,” the man said, and laughed. “That weak, antiquated body from your time only investigates temporal incursions. We do something about them.”

“You’re…” Baxter narrowed his eyes at the man. “You’re from the twenty-NINTH century! I’ve heard about you people.”

He stuck his hand out. “Name’s Clive. Captain of the Timeship Retroactive.”

Baxter dropped to his knees, grabbing the man’s hands. “Thank the Great Bird! I thought we were stuck here!”

“We’d never let that happen, Captain. As you know, temporal incursions pollute the timestream. We must prevent them. It’s unnatural.”

“Right, right. Kind of like the Prime Directive. Can’t mess up the timeline.” Baxter scrambled to his feet. “Thank you, Clive. I can’t wait to go back and tell the others. We weren’t sure if we were ever going to leave.” He turned, and as he did, Clive clamped a hand down on his shoulder.

“Not so fast there, sport,” Clive said with a chuckle.

Baxter turned. “What?”

“I have a couple questions to ask you. Where is Bradley Dillon?”

“Shouldn’t you know that?”

“I was just wondering if you did.” Clive pulled a sleek, small grey padd out of his jacket pocket and made some notes on it. “For the record.”

“I have no idea where he is. We’ve been trying to find him for weeks.”

“And, if I hadn’t intervened, you might never find him. And since he has the only device in this time period capable of propelling you forward in time, you could conceivably live out the rest of your life here.”

Baxter nodded. “That’s right. But we don’t have to worry about that anymore. Because you’re here. Right?”

Clive smiled even wider as he shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t help you there, Captain.”

“But you just said…?”

“I had to be sure. To be sure the threat of re-insertion was minimal.”

“Re-insertion?”

“Into your prior timeframe. The good news is that Bradley does plan on helping you get back to your time, eventually. The bad news is, according to my data, that will never happen. Events here will conspire to make that outcome a near impossibility. My calculations put the odds of you returning to your own time without help from the future at point zero three three. A manageable risk.”

Baxter stared at Clive. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Clive showed the padd he’d been writing on to Baxter. “I just deleted your file. When I return to my time, there will be no trace of evidence you were ever here. Any records of your existence in this time period in our historical databanks will be purged. My superiors will never know you never made it back to your time. Furthermore, your contemporaries in the twenty-fourth century haven’t the vaguest clue that you’re here. So you’re stuck. Your presence in the twenty-fourth century was a roadblock to my success. And I’m happy to say it’s now been removed. And that means I can now move forward unencumbered.”

Baxter’s hands balled into fists. He gritted his teeth. “Move forward…with…what?”

“Restoring my family name. Returning the Conway name to respectability. Something that will be a hell of a lot easier without the Baxters running around hogging all the glory.”

“Conway?” Baxter asked, and his jaw dropped. “CONWAY?”

“Yes,” Clive said, and gently patted Baxter on the head. “With you out of the way, I can set a series of events into motion which will propel your former first officer into the galactic spotlight. He’ll finally be somebody. And, by association, so will I. Thanks for taking this like a champ, Captain. Generations of Conways thank you!”

“SON OF A BITCH!” Baxter cried out, leaping at the man, thrashing with both arms. But he merely slammed into the wall behind him, having fallen right through him.

“Did I mention that I’m just a temporal hologram?” Clive asked, turning to face Baxter. “Gravitic fields allow me to interact with normal matter in this time period. I can touch you. You can’t touch me. Convenient, eh?” He patted Baxter gently on the cheek. “I’ll give the future your regards.”

Baxter’s chest heaved as he pounded the wall of the student lounge. “Conway!”

“Have a nice life!” And Clive suddenly dematerialized with an electronic “pop!”

Baxter stared at the ceiling. “COWAYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYY!”



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



NEXT:



Still reeling from the news received at the end of Part One, the crew must race to assemble a time machine from some spare parts in order to get back to their rightful century. But it may surprise you where they go to find those parts. Let’s just say they dip into their past…(sorry, had to do it)




Living in the Past, Part Two - Missing Pieces



by Alan Decker



Taking the steps two at a time, Captain Andy Baxter charged up to the third floor apartment he now shared with the other time-lost members of his crew. This lasted until about the second floor landing, when, out of breath, Baxter switched to something more along the lines of a gradual upward trudge.

Damn the 21st century and its stairs.

While he was at it, he should probably damn that whole pizza, which had currently formed a boulder in his stomach, he had for lunch.

Reaching the third floor, Baxter gasped a couple of times for air, then lunged for his apartment door…

…and smashed himself painfully against it.

Damn the 21st century and its non-automatically-opening doors.

Baxter fumbled for his keys and finally burst into his hovel-away- from-home. The only good thing he could say about the Baltimore University student apartment they’d rented was that it was furnished. Unfortunately, the furnishings, plates, sheets, and everything else left much to be desired.

“We’re on our own!” he announced. “If we’re going to get back to our time, we’re going to have to find a way to do it ourselves!”

Yes, Baxter had just delivered bad news, but then finding out from 29th Century Timeship Captain and all-around bastard Clive Conway that he was erasing their temporal file, effectively leaving them trapped in the 21st century hadn’t exactly been a thrill for Baxter either. But somehow knowing that they effectively had a mission to save themselves had left him feeling more energized and captainly than he’d had since their arrival in Baltimore, Maryland 2003. They were in peril, and he had to take command.

Unfortunately there was no one around to take command of. The apartment’s living room was completely empty.

“Hello?” Baxter called to no avail.

Sighing, Baxter plopped down on the room’s ratty sofa, a piece of furniture that had obviously seen better days and most likely some activities that Baxter didn’t care to think about, grabbed the remote control from the equally ratty coffee table, and clicked on the TV, finally settling on The Maury Povich Show. It was just amazing to him how many women in this time didn’t know who had fathered their children. At least kind souls like Maury were there to help them sort things out.

Baxter’s eyes glazed over as the spectacle before him commenced. Ten minutes later, he was sound asleep.



Baxter jolted awake some time later as several wet drips hit him in the face. Before he could even get his eyes open, he was hit by the most hideous stench he had ever encountered in any century.

Lifting his lids, he came face-to-face with the source of both the drips and the odor. Steffie. Upon seeing her daddy awake, the baby, who was currently being held over Baxter by his wife, Counselor Kelly Peterman, smiled and cooed, sending a fresh stream of drool onto her father. Wow he’d be glad when this whole teething/drooling phase was over.

The stench was a whole other matter entirely.

“Your turn,” Peterman said, pushing Steffie toward Baxter. “I’ve changed three poos today already. The baby food in this century just doesn’t agree with her wittle tummy.”

“No kidding,” Baxter gagged, taking his daughter and rising from the sofa. He raced into the apartment’s lone bathroom and began the task of de-toxifying Steffie’s rear end. This was one diaper that was going straight to the dumpster out in back of the building. Even there Baxter was afraid that they would still be able to smell it.

“How was work?” Peterman called from the living room.

“Okay,” Baxter replied. “I have some news.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, but I want to wait and tell everyone at once.”

“Uh huh,” Peterman said distractedly. “Great bird!” she exclaimed a few moments later.

“What?”

“Hasn’t anyone in this century heard of birth control?”

“Got me.”

“How many potential dad’s does this kid have?”

“No clue.”

“This Maury is some kind of saint for helping all of these people.”

“Sure is,” Baxter said, emerging from the bathroom with their cleaned, scrubbed, and disinfected daughter. “Where were you two?”

“Out for a walk. You can’t expect me to keep Steffie cooped up in here all day,” Peterman replied.

“Is the air out there safe for her?”

“Safer than in here. Besides, Janice can give all of our lungs a good purging when we get back to the Explorer.”

“Uh…yeah.”

“Unbelievable,” Commander Chris Richards said, tossing the apartment door open in a huff. “I’ve rebuilt a warp engine from the ground up, and these primates won’t even let me under the hood of an automobile.”

“No offense, Chris, but have you ever seen a car engine?” Baxter asked.

“I could figure it out,” Richards snapped. “It’s internal combustion. We’re not talking quantum physics here.”

“And it’s a good thing, too,” Dr. Janice Browning said happily, coming in the open door behind Richards. “That stuff always put me to sleep.”

“Looks like someone had a good day,” Peterman said, taking Steffie from Baxter and snuggling the child close to her body as Richards threw himself into the living room’s ancient arm chair.

“I’ve got students!” Browning exclaimed. “And they’re so attentive! I swear they write down every word I say. It’s like I’m a god.”

“Close enough,” Baxter said. “You control their grades, which from what I could tell from the students I talked to today is basically the same thing.”

Browning grabbed a seat on the sofa beside Peterman and tickled Steffie’s chin. “I want to get back to the Explorer and all, but this job is going to be a fun way to spend my time until they find us.”

Baxter paced the floor a little bit, “Yeah. About that. We’re not going to be found.”

“What?” his officers replied with the appropriate mix of confusion and indignation.

“I had a visit today from a 29th century timeship captain who would rather that we stayed here. He’s erased our temporal incident file, so no one from that time will know that anything is wrong with the timestream.”

“Why would he do that?” Peterman demanded.

“His name was Clive Conway,” Baxter said.

“Conway. I’m going to kill him. Him being David, I mean. And this Clive too if I get at him,” Peterman said.

“Wait,” Browning said. “That doesn’t explain why he or Dave would want to strand us here.”

“Clive didn’t tell me everything, but he did say something to do with getting us out of the way so that Dave can be propelled into the galactic spotlight.”

“He said ‘galactic spotlight’?” Richards asked.

“Those were his exact words.”

“Ick.”

“Hold on,” Peterman said. “Was this your news?”

“Yeah,” Baxter replied.

“You didn’t think this was important enough to tell me right away?”

“I only wanted to have to explain it once.”

“Andy! We’re trapped in the Dark Ages! You should have told me as soon as you saw me!”

“I wanted to, but none of you were here! And this isn’t the Dark Ages! The Dark Ages didn’t have television!”

“I don’t care about the damn television. I WANT TO GO HOME!!!” Peterman screamed, prompting an even louder scream from Steffie.

“Ohh. I’m sorry, sweetie,” Peterman said soothingly as she got up from the sofa. “Let me put her down for a nap, and then we can discuss this.”

“Discuss it?” Baxter muttered once Peterman was back in their bedroom and safely out of earshot. “I’m going to give some orders. That’s what I’m gonna do.”

By the time Peterman had convinced Steffie to give in and take a nap, twenty minutes had passed, and Baxter’s determination to give some orders had given way to interest in an episode of a show called Friends. In Baxter’s defense, Richards and Browning were watching as well.

“Nice to see all of that Starfleet training isn’t going to waste,” Peterman said, surveying the group.

“You were taking too long. We got bored,” Browning replied without looking away from the screen.

“We didn’t want you to miss anything,” Baxter added.

“Nice of you,” Peterman mumbled. She gave them about thirty seconds to come back to the matter at hand, then, seeing that they were all completely entranced by the television, she strode into the center of the living room and shut the thing off.

“Hey!” Baxter, Browning, and Richards complained.

“Plan!” Peterman snapped.

“Oh yeah,” Baxter said, pulling himself up off of the sofa. Finally it was time to give some orders. “As I was saying, our temporal record has been erased, and the Explorer probably thinks we’re dead. Help isn’t coming, so if we’re going to get out of this, we’re going to have to get ourselves out.”

“How are we going to do that?” Peterman asked.

“Chris’s going to build us a time machine.”

Richards choked. “I am?”

“We have faith in you.”

“And you’re the only engineer,” Browning said.

“You tell us what you need, and we’ll find a way to get it,” Baxter said.

“Oookay. How about a starship capable of performing the slingshot maneuver?” Richards said.

“Except that.”

“I’ll try, Andy, but I really can’t promise anything. Time travel isn’t my field. Hell, with the materials available in this time, I couldn’t even build things in my field. I hope you have a backup plan.”

“I do,” Baxter said. “Find President Dillon.”

“Wasn’t that our original plan?” Browning asked.

“Yes, and I don’t think it’s going to be any easier than building our own time machine. We don’t know where Bradley is or what he’s doing, and we don’t have any resources really to find him. We have to start somewhere, though, so I think we should monitor the news and look for some sign of him.”

“Monitor the news,” Peterman said. “Turn the television back on, you mean.”

“Don’t mind if I do,” Baxter said, aiming the remote and hitting the power button. “And remember, people, Bradley Dillon could be anywhere.”



About an hour later, Bradley Dillon (21st century version and not the one Baxter and company wanted to find) reached the second floor of his apartment building and heading down the hallway and around the corner, flipping through his mail as he went. Bill. Bill. Ad. Bill. Credit card offer. The usual.

Sensing something unusual, he looked up and spotted a familiar man leaning against the wall beside his apartment door.

“Cousin Frederick!” 21st century Bradley said surprised.

“Cousin Bradley,” 24th century Bradley Dillon replied with a gracious nod of his head. “How nice to see you again. Mind if I come inside?”

“Not at all,” Past Bradley said unconvincingly as he unlocked and opened his door. “I thought you were off to Montana.”

“I was,” President Dillon said following his ancestor inside the small, but clean and tastefully decorated apartment. Framed reprints of posters advertising 18th and 19th century opera performances covered the walls. Glancing into the bedroom, Bradley spotted another framed reprint poster, this one from the White Star Line advertising the Titanic. Bradley couldn’t help but smile. The presence of Titanic memorabilia confirmed something Bradley had suspected since the previous evening. Too bad he couldn’t tell this Bradley that he’d actually been on board the doomed ship. There were other issues to attend to, though.

“I actually got onto the first flight out this morning,” Bradley continued. “But a cross-country airline flight gives you time to think. Time that I should have taken before rushing west in the first place. I got as far as Chicago and booked a flight back.”

“What did you think about?” Past Bradley asked nervously.

“Some about what you told me, but mostly about money.”

“Money.”

“You should always pay attention to money, Bradley. For example, how does a woman with no resources come to have enough of it to purchase land in Montana? Of course, it really should have been obvious to me as soon as you told me the name of the town. Ismay, Montana. J. Bruce Ismay of the White Star Line. It seems we both share an interest in a certain disaster.”

Part Bradley blanched.

“It’s a real town.”

“I don’t doubt it, but Lexi’s not there, is she?”

“Why do you care so much, Frederick? You don’t even know her.”

Bradley sighed. “I’m afraid I haven’t been fully honest with you, cousin. The universe is an amazing place, and you and I have both been fortunate enough to get to know Lexi. We come from a charmed family to have been so lucky. I knew her long before she came to Baltimore, but I foolishly let her slip away without ever telling her how I felt. It’s funny. When you’re with someone everyday, it just seems easier to leave things as they are. You see each other. You spend time together. Why take the risk of rejection and reveal your feelings? You’re with her, and that’s what matters. But life doesn’t often allow the status quo to remain unchallenged, and before you know it, she’s gone.

“It’s taken me a long time and more effort than you will ever know to follow her this far. This is my one chance to make things right.” Bradley put his hands on his ancestor’s arms and stared into his eyes imploringly. “If you know where she is, please…please tell me. I need to fix this.”

“She wouldn’t tell me,” Past Bradley muttered, looking away. “All she said was that she couldn’t be here anymore and that it wasn’t because of me. You’re right about her finances. Lexi didn’t have much. She managed to afford a small apartment and worked at the Goodwill thrift store. The customers loved her. They’d come in just to talk to her.”

Bradley nodded smiling slightly. “She does have that effect on people.”

“About a week before she said she had to leave, she started acting…well…agitated. She sold everything, gave up her apartment, and moved in with me. At least I thought she was moving in. A couple of days later, she gave me the news that she was leaving the city. I gave her what money I could. It wasn’t much. Just a few hundred dollars. Then I took her to the bus station and watched her ride away on a Greyhound bound for Memphis. That was nine days ago.”

“How long does it take a bus to get to Memphis?” Bradley asked.

“What? Er…I don’t know. Two, maybe three days.”

“And we can be there in a few hours.”

“We?” Past Bradley said. “I can’t…”

“All of your expense will be paid, Bradley. I can more than afford it, and I need your help. I’ve been in Canada, remember. You know this country better than I do.”

“I would like to see Lexi again.”

“Of course you would,” Bradley said. “Now pack your bags.”



Commander Richards made one more futile attempt to arrange the window shade such that no light from the street lamps shone into the cramped bedroom he shared with Dr. Browning, who was currently settled into the room’s double bed and resting quietly in the dark…dark except for the stream of light now falling directly on Richards’s pillow anyway. He sighed and pulled the shade more to the left, putting the outside glow onto the far wall.

“That’s as good as it gets,” Richards said, stomping back to the bed and sliding beneath the covers.

“It’s fine,” Browning said. “But how are you?”

“Just spiffy.”

“Uh huh. Is that why you were in such a huff when I got home? That’s not like you, Chris. You never were much for anger.”

“I don’t like being useless.”

“You’re not useless.”

“Tell that to the all the employers who didn’t hire me.”

“It doesn’t matter. You’ve got a time machine to build now.”

Richards grunted.

“You’ll find a way, Chris.” Once upon a time, he and Browning had shared a bed regularly, but now…now it was just uncomfortable to be so close to a woman that he had once been so intimate with. A woman with whom he once had no boundaries. They hadn’t been a couple for years, but it was hard to know that the freedom they once had with each other no longer existed. When you’ve been so close to someone, it’s hard to backtrack and suddenly have boundaries.

“Sure,” he said, turning away from Browning. “Get some sleep.”

“You too. Good night.”

“Night.” Richards was still for approximately ten seconds, then yanked himself out of bed.

“What’s wrong?” Browning asked.

“Can’t sleep,” he replied, opening the door. “See you later,” he added, closing the door again and leaving brown alone.

Richards found Baxter sitting on the sofa. The television was on and muted, but Baxter didn’t seem to be paying it any attention. Instead, the cracks in the opposite wall seemed to have all of his interest.

“Hey,” Baxter muttered.

“Yeah,” Richards said, plopping down onto the sofa beside him.

“Can’t sleep?”

“No. You?”

“No.”

“Uh huh.”

The pair sat silently for a few moments.

“We’re missing something,” Baxter said finally.

“What’s that?”

“The why. I can’t figure out the why.”

“I have no idea what that means,” Richards said.

“It’s something Clive Conway indirectly pointed out to me. People generally travel back in time to change things to improve their lives. He’s helping Dave become important or something like that, which will end up helping Clive, I’d imagine.”

“Makes sense, I guess. So what?”

“So pretend you’re Bradley Dillon. You’re one of the richest people in the universe. You’re president of the Federation. You’ve got everything. What could you possibly want to go back in time to change? It doesn’t make a bit of sense to me. Why is he here?”

“Maybe here isn’t where he wanted to be,” Richards said. “Maybe our presence in the temporal vortex messed up his destination.”

Baxter shook his head. “In that case, I’d think he would be working with us to get back. Besides, he was dressed for this era when we saw him last. He’s got something else in mind.” Baxter leaned back against the sofa and sighed. “That’s really my problem. I’m not a plan guy, Chris. I usually just do what comes to mind in any given situation. Our line of work doesn’t really lend itself to thinking several moves ahead. But Bradley, he’s a planner. Look at this whole situation. Bradley had this thing planned out from the day we picked him up at Waystation, probably far earlier than that. He may not have known exactly how to deal with the Bast, but he knew his eventual goal. Right now he’s out there with money and documents and probably 24th century technology, while we sit here broke with a TV and a refrigerator that won’t go below 50 degrees. How the hell are we supposed to find him?”

“The same way I’m going to build a time machine,” Richards said. “We’ll blunder along until we get it done.”

“Just once I’d like to leave out the blundering.”

“We wouldn’t be us then.”

“Guess not.”



Captain Baxter awoke the next morning to the smell of bacon wafting through the apartment. Careful not to disturb Peterman or Steffie in bed beside him, he slid out from under the covers, got to his feet, and tiptoed out of the bedroom.

In the apartment’s cramped kitchen, Browning was whistling happily to herself as she orchestrated the cooking contents of multiple skillets and a toaster that wasn’t there the night before.

“Good morning!” she said brightly upon spotting Baxter.

“Wha…Where did this come from?”

“I woke up early and went for a walk. Did you know that there are places that will advance you cash if you have a job write them a check dated after you get your paycheck?”

“You wrote someone a check?” Baxter asked in shock. “You had a check?”

“Yeah. I opened a bank account on the way home from work yesterday, but with all the excitement about Clive and all, I forgot to mention it. There really isn’t anything in the account yet, but there will be once we get paychecks rolling in.”

“Hopefully we’re not going to be here long enough to have paychecks rolling in. And that still doesn’t explain where this food came from.”

“I told you,” Browning said. “I wrote a check to the 24 hour cash advance place, and they gave me cash. Then I went and bought food at the 24 hour grocery. Isn’t great that so many places here are open 24 hours a day?”

“I think you’re liking this era a little too much,” Baxter said.

“Considering it’s getting you fed, I don’t think you mind,” Browning replied, pulling a plate out of the cabinet, which she expertly filled with eggs, bacon, home fries, and a couple of pieces of toast and set down before Baxter.

“You know me too well,” Baxter said smiling.

“I like to think so,” Browning said, brushing a hand along his shoulder. The touch sent a tingle down Baxter’s spine. It was a rush he hadn’t felt in far too long.

“And I’ve got a surprise,” Browning continued. “Close your eyes.” Baxter did so and heard the refrigerator opening and closing. A few seconds later, he heard a plate being set down on the table in front of them. “Okay. Open them.”

Baxter opened, and gasped happily before he could stop himself. It was a grapefruit. A beautiful, juicy half of a grapefruit laid out before him and ready to be devoured.

“You are a goddess,” Baxter said.

“Isn’t she, though?” Richards said, stumbling out of his room over to the table. “Leave it to Janice to find a way to give us a good meal even in the worst of circumstances.”

“These are hardly the worst of circumstances,” Browning said.

“Could have fooled me,” Peterman said, emerging from her room.

“No, Janice’s right,” Baxter said between rapidly alternating bites of grapefruit and the other goodies Browning had prepared. “Things could be a lot worse. At least we ended up stuck in an era we’ve visited before. Granted, it was 1995 last time we were here, but things don’t seem to have changed too much. We can handle this, and I firmly believe we have a fighting chance to get back home.”

“Do you really believe that, or are you just trying to be captainy?” Peterman asked.

“I believe it,” Baxter replied firmly. “And I suggest all of you start believing it too. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to take a shower and get to work. I have a doughnut buffet to set up before 9:30.”



“Oh good lord,” Past Bradley muttered with dread as he surveyed the scene before him. “How could she… How… Ewwwww.”

“My sentiments exactly,” President Dillon said, trying to gather up enough courage to actually take a step forward into the den of horrors that was the Memphis, Tennessee bus terminal. Various unkempt looking individuals lay slouched in chairs throughout the room, each watching the oddly-clean new arrivals walk into the terminal. Trash cans stood around the room overflowing with garbage as though the janitorial staff had long ago given up making Bradley even more glad he’d decided to use the restroom at the Memphis airport before they rented the car and drove here.

“How do we do this?” Past Bradley asked.

“First, try not to act out of place.”

“I think we’re too late on that one.”

Bradley looked around the room again. “Forget I said that. We couldn’t look like we belonged here if we tried. Do you have the picture?”

“Yep,” Past Bradley said, retrieving a photo of him and Lexi from his pocket.

“Good. We’ll start with the employees. Hopefully one of them will recognize her.”

Bradley and Past Bradley strode through the aisles of waiting passengers (doing their best to ignore the rather interesting odors emanating from several of them) and approached the mid-50s aged woman manning the ticket counter.

“Excuse me, madam,” Bradley said, slipping into full charm mode. “My associate and I were hoping that you would be able to help us in a matter of the heart.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” the desk clerk, whose name tag helpfully identified her as Edie, snapped. “You think I’m some kind of rent-a-slut?”

“Not at all,” Bradley said quickly. “The matter I refer to concerns a lost love.” Past Bradley placed the picture on the counter. “She left town without saying goodbye, and now we are desperate to find her.”

“Maybe she was trying to get away from ya’ll two.”

“Please,” Past Bradley said. “Have you seen her? She probably got here a week ago.”

Edie stared at Past Bradley for a second, rolled her eyes, then took another look at the picture. “Nope. But then I ain’t always here. Johnnie!” she called suddenly.

“Yeah,” a man shouted from the back room behind the counter.

“Come ’ere a sec!”

“All right. Hang on.”

A few moments later, Johnnie, who was a heavyset middle-aged man in a rumpled white dress shirt and equally rumpled paisley tie, ambled out of the back.

“What do you need?” he asked, eyeing Bradley and Past Bradley suspiciously. They obviously weren’t his normal clientele.

“You seen this woman?” Edie asked, snatching the picture up off of the counter and shoving it in front of Johnnie’s eyes.

“Why? Is she some kind of criminal? Are you two cops?”

“No, sir. Nothing like that,” Bradley said. “We are simply trying to find our friend. Do you recognize her?”

“Naw,” Johnnie said. He started to hand the photo back to Past Bradley, but something stopped him and he looked again. This time more closely. “Hang on. This is the one, Edie! That one I was telling you about.”

“Which one?” Edie asked.

“The one who wanted to know where the island of mud was,” Johnnie said laughing.

“Island of mud?” Bradley said confused.

“She rolled in here about a week ago and came up to me asking if I knew about the island of mud. She said she had to get there to find someone.”

“Did you know what she was talking about?” Bradley asked.

“Sure,” Johnnie said. “Mud Island. It’s on the river downtown.”

“Did you take her to this place?”

Johnnie’s eyes narrowed. “What do I look like? A taxi? I told her where it was. She thanked me and left. Real nice lady…even if she was a little weird.”

“Why would she go to Mud Island?” Past Bradley asked.

“I have no idea,” Bradley said. He looked back to Johnnie and Edie. “Thank you both for your time and your invaluable assistance.”

“Yes. Thanks,” Past Bradley said, snatching the photo back from Johnnie. “We’ve got to go.”

“Yes we do,” Bradley agreed, and with that the pair beat a hasty retreat.



Lunch at last. The time Captain Baxter had been waiting for all morning. Despite the overall circumstances, Baxter couldn’t help the slight spring to his step as he emerged from the Baltimore University Student Center. He’d be lying to himself if he thought that he just happened to be in a good mood. As much as parts of him wanted to deny it, he knew the real reason.

He had a lunch date.

Okay, so maybe it wasn’t really a date. But he had to admit that he’d been looking forward to having lunch alone with Janice Browning all morning. Did he want something to happen between them (something else at this point)? He knew the answer to that question should be no. He had a wife and daughter, and Browning had a child of her own. They were friends and colleagues, and that should have been the end of it. Still the idea that Browning might have some kind of feelings for him had him feeling better than he had since all of the mess with Peterman, Fritz, and the Bast even started.

“Andy!”

Baxter froze at the sound of a familiar male voice behind him. He turned, knowing who would be approaching. Richards. Normally, Baxter would be more than happy to see him, but why the hell did he have to show up now?

“What are you doing here?” Baxter asked, trying to hide the irritation he was feeling as Richards jogged up.

“Tempus Machina,” Richards said conspiratorially.

“Chris, no one is listening to us. You don’t have to use Latin.”

“Good. After deus ex fugit, I’m pretty much out of vocabulary.”

“So what about it?”

“About what?”

“The time machine,” Baxter said, glancing anxiously at the clock tower on the nearby Arts and Letters building. He was already a little late meeting Browning. He didn’t want her to think he wasn’t coming.

“I know where to start,” Richards said. “Actually, you gave me the idea.”

“I did?”

“When you said that we’ve traveled to this time before.”

“Yes, but that was through a rift in spacetime we found in the Delta Quadrant. I don’t see how that helps right now. We don’t even have a car.”

“Andy!” Browning’s voice called from down the sidewalk. The two men turned to her just as she realized who was standing with Baxter. “Chris! You came for lunch?” she asked warmly.

“You two were having lunch together?” Richards asked, unsure as to whether or not that development bothered him. He had a hunch that it did.

“What about the time machine?” Baxter said, quickly changing the subject back to safer arenas.

“Oooh! Did you figure it out?” Browning asked.

“I have a place to begin,” Richards said. “Can you get me to an Internet connection?”

Five minutes later, the trio was crowded around a PC in the university library as Richards finally got on with his explanation.

“It’s true that the last time we came to this time, we used the rift, but that wasn’t the only anomalous thing we ran across. There was also the small issue of our brains getting swapped with those of our ancestors.”

“I remember. It happened to me, too,” Baxter said impatiently.

“Not me,” Browning said brightly. “But I know what you’re talking about. It was that device that college guy built. The one who looks like that guy on the Secondprize.”

“Carl Jaroch,” Baxter said. “I’m still not seeing how this helps.”

“I had to make the repairs on that device, so we could swap our minds back,” Richards explained. “While I was working, I read Captain Rydell’s logs concerning his original encounter with the device. In that incident, the Secondprize’s Chief Engineer deduced that Carl Jaroch had actually accidentally created a neutrino emission chamber capable of ripping a hole in the space-time continuum.”

“That’s nice and all, but before we left last time, Larkin altered the thing back into a toaster or whatever it was supposed to be.”

“Electromagnetic telescope,” Richards said.

“Whatever. And as I recall, it’s in the hands of this era’s federal law enforcement.”

“It was as of eight years ago. Maybe Carl Jaroch has it back.”

“So all we have to do is find him and ask,” Browning said.

“Exactly,” Richards said, bringing up a screen with the word “Google.” prominently displayed.

“Should I know what that means?” Baxter asked.

“It searches for things on the Internet. I’m telling it what we know,” Richards replied as he typed “Carl Jaroch” and “Old Dominion University,” which was the last place they had encountered Carl Jaroch. The system quickly returned with a list of five entries, which Richards quickly read then clicked on a link. Google disappeared and was replaced with a different page.

“Where are we now?” Baxter asked.

“The Old Dominion University alumni news page. It says here that Carl and Lisa Jaroch of Leesburg, Virginia recently welcomed their second child into the world.”

Baxter read the rest over Richards’s shoulder. “Damn. No address. Can you find it on this thing?”

“Maybe but probably not.”

“We could ask Information,” Browning said.

“I don’t think they would have it either,” Baxter replied glancing over at the library’s information desk.

“Not that information,” Browning said. “The one you call. I saw it listed on the phones you put coins into. They give you phone numbers for people.”

“Good. We’ll call them, then call Carl Jaroch,” Baxter said. “But I don’t think he’s just going to hand the device over to complete strangers. What are we going to say to him?”



“Mister Jaroch? Hi. This is Janice Browning with the Old Dominion University Alumni Relations office. I’m sorry to trouble you at work, Mr. Jaroch, but your wife gave us the number.”

“Uh…okay,” Carl Jaroch’s voice replied warily. “What can I do for you?”

“Our office was contacted recently by the physics department, who hoped that we could locate you.”

“Me? What for?”

“They wanted to know if you still had an electromagnetic telescope that you built while you were a student. Evidently the university’s inventory department put it on a property manifest not realizing it was a student project, and now they won’t pass the physics department unless the telescope can be accounted for.”

“You’ve got to be kidding? Don’t those people have lives?”

“Apparently not. I know this is a nuisance, Mister Jaroch, but the chair of the physics department himself asked me to see if I could track you and this telescope down.”

“I haven’t thought about that thing in years. Not since I got it back from the FBI. It’s not dangerous or anything. The FBI thought it was evidence for some case or something, but it turned out not to be. It’s been sitting in the basement since we got our house. I’m sure Lisa wouldn’t mind seeing it go. All right. I’ll give it to you. It’s kind of big, though. Do you want me to ship it?”

“No need,” Browning said. “If it’s all right with you, we’ll drive to your house tonight and pick it up. Could I have directions?”

“From Norfolk?”

“From Baltimore actually.”

“Baltimore? What are you doing there?”

“I’m the alumni representative for this area,” Browning replied, thinking quickly.

“I didn’t know we had one.”

“I know. The university really needs to advertise it better. Now about those directions…”



As it turned out, Mud Island was not all that muddy. At least it did not appear to be so from President Dillon’s perspective standing on the bluff overlooking the Mississippi River, which ran past Memphis on its path to the Gulf of Mexico.

“She can’t still be over there,” Past Bradley said from beside him. “Can she?”

“We won’t know until we get there.”

“Well, you’re the one holding us up.”

Bradley looked over at the suspended monorail connecting the mainland to the large building complex on Mud Island. It was most likely perfectly safe. Certainly safer than the monstrosity they flew from Baltimore to Memphis. He’d most likely be fine, but there was still something about trusting his safety to 21st century (late 20th century actually) technology that have him the willies. But considering he’d already crossed time and space to find Lexi, Bradley wasn’t about to let a little something like this stop him.

“All right,” he said finally. “Let’s go.” The pair walked over to the monorail station.

“Look,” Past Bradley said. “They’ve got a pedestrian bridge. We could skip the monorail ride if it bothers you that much.”

“Walking when we could be riding bothers me more,” Bradley replied as he stepped up to the ticket counter. He had to admit that he was enjoying these primitive monetary transactions. There was just something about having actual cash in his hands that felt satisfying.

Minutes later, Bradley was seated in the monorail and passing over the brown waters of the Mississippi toward the station on Mud Island. Honestly he couldn’t remember the last time he’d spent so much time outside…or on a planet for that matter. Waystation and, more recently, the Explorer had been his homes for so long that the idea of being able to just step outdoors anytime he wanted just seemed foreign. Maybe when he returned to Waystation, he would see about finding a nice planet somewhere to purchase. He could open a resort. From what he had gathered, the one Former Captain Alexander Rydell ran was fairly successful. Hmm…that reminded him. When he got back to the 24th century, he needed to get around to figuring out where his brother was. His mother had asked him to look into that ages ago, long before he even moved to the Explorer. Oh well. He’d turn up. The resort was a more interesting topic at the moment. Ever since Bradley had opened his casino on Waystation, he’d been thinking about expansion. An entire casino world might just be the way to go.

Before Bradley could take his thoughts too much farther, the monorail pulled into the station, and the passengers filed out through the open doors. Bradley and Past Bradley followed the group down to the main park level and stepped outside. Aside from the usual souvenir shops and food stands, Mud Island had two primary attractions. A museum about the Mississippi River and a scale model of said river which ran down the length of the island, ending at a pool where patrons could pedal paddleboats into their representation of the Gulf of Mexico.

Bradley’s attention immediately went to the model of the river running in front of him. Along the way, maps of the various cities the river passed by had been paved into the ground. Were these what Lexi came to see? Did one of these maps somehow guide her to her next destination?

“I don’t see her,” Past Bradley said dejectedly. “What are we supposed to do, Frederick?”

“I am not sure,” Bradley said thoughtfully. “I have to believe we’ll find some sort of clue, though. Maybe, like at the bus station, one of the employees will remember her. It was only a week ago.”

Past Bradley looked up at the park building overlooking the river model. “Maybe they filmed her,” he said.

“What do you mean?” Bradley asked. Past Bradley pointed at a device mounted on the building. Then at another on a pole farther down the riverwalk. “They’ve got security cameras. Maybe they keep the tapes.”

Bradley wasn’t familiar with the use of “tapes” in this context, but he got the general idea. There might be security recordings showing Leximas’ visit to Mud Island. He and Past Bradley quickly reentered the main building and tracked down the security office, where a pair of officers sat behind a counter staring at a series of monitors, each displaying a different section of the park.

“Excuse me, gentlemen,” Bradley said. “I was wondering if perhaps you could help us with a small matter.”

“Sir, you’ll have to leave,” one of the guards said, rising from his chair as the other maintained watch over the monitors. “This is a restricted area.”

“I appreciate that,” Bradley said. “And I have no desire to stay; however, I was hoping that I could obtain the your security recordings from a week ago.”

“You want our tapes?”

“Yes,” Past Bradley said, stepping up. “We’re looking for our friend, and this is the last place we know that she was. It’s very important to us.”

“Your friend, huh?”

“She’s something more than that, to be honest,” Bradley said. “She is a lost love, and I have come quite far to find her. Do you have the tapes for last Tuesday?”

“Yes, but we record over them after seven days. They’re due to be wiped out tomorrow.”

“Then we’ve arrived just in time,” Bradley said with a smile as he pulled out his wallet. “Since they are due to be reused anyway, could we possibly just purchase them from you?” He placed two $500 bills on the counter. “I hope this will be enough to cover the purchase of new tapes.”

The money on the counter was enough to draw the attention of the second guard. “We are going to help him, aren’t we Jim?” he said firmly.

“I certainly don’t want to stand in the way of love,” the first guard replied, taking one of the bills and handing the other to his colleague.

Bradley’s smile broadened. “How nice to meet people who believe in the power of romance.”



A short time and a trip to an electronics store later, Bradley and Past Bradley were ensconced in a room in the Peabody Hotel watching the Mud Island security tapes on a VCR that they had just purchased. Past Bradley had given Bradley something of an odd look at his “cousin’s” complete confusion when it came to hooking up and using the device, but that had now passed as the pair watched the black and white security camera footage.

“There!” Past Bradley exclaimed, pointing at the image of a petite woman on the screen. She was walking slowly the near the Gulf of Mexico pool, moving from person to person as though searching for something or someone. “What is she doing?”

“I have no idea,” Bradley replied. That wasn’t exactly the truth. He knew she was waiting for some sign from what she called her “mind guide.” What sort of sign and why was another matter entirely. The indistinct images on this tape might not tell him, though, unless he improved his view. The Federation President slipped a small device out of his suitcoat pocket. To Past Bradley, it appeared to be a Personal Digital Assistant, or PDA, which was exactly the point. Before leaving Waystation on the Explorer, Bradley had requested that Dillon Enterprises R&D build him this model, which, while looking like a PDA, actually had all of the functionality of a Starfleet tricorder (which was something of an improvement over the Sense-O-Matics that Dillon’s Supply Depot sold. Bradley had told his R&D staff that he was looking into selling a retro- looking tricorder so as to not raise their suspicions.

On the television, Leximas stopped a gaunt, scruffy-looking man wearing a shirt with some kind of writing on it. The man locked eyes with her as the strange, elfin woman gazed intently at his chest.

“What is it? What does she see?” Past Bradley demanded impatiently. “Get closer to a camera, you big oaf!” he shouted at the man.

Bradley, meanwhile, enhanced the image with his PDA-corder, allowing him to clearly read the writing on the man’s shirt.

“La Cienega,” Bradley said.

“New Mexico?” Past Bradley replied, squinting at the screen. “How can you tell?”

“Good eyes.”

“What’s in La Cienega? Why would she want to go there?”

“That’s what we’re going to find out,” Bradley said.

“Wait. That’s over a thousand miles away, and the bus station people didn’t say anything about her coming back. How would she even get there?”

“Lexi would find a way. Trust me,” Bradley said. “As for why, maybe she will explain it to us when we find her. Leave the video device here. We’re flying out tonight.”



Even though he was used to sitting by while other people did the driving, Captain Baxter was finding himself really wishing he was behind the wheel of the car he, Richards, and Browning were currently using to get to Carl Jaroch’s home in Leesburg, Virginia, a town about two hours away from Baltimore. Unfortunately, he had no experience driving automobiles. The last time he was in this era, he let David Conway do all of the driving. Of course, Dr. Browning didn’t have any experience either, but since she was the one able to borrow a school vehicle from Baltimore University, she got to drive.

“Am I really supposed to look at the big ring of numbers?” Browning asked, glancing at the speedometer as they made their way along I-66 between Washington, D.C. and Leesburg. “Everyone else is flying by us.”

“The sign says 60,” Richards said from the backseat. “If they were using the inner ring of numbers on that dial, they’d be going a lot slower than us.”

“So should I speed up?”

“No!” Baxter exclaimed. “Do what the signs say. Turn where I tell you to. And figure out how to turn on that blinky light thing before you change lanes again!”

“Yes, sir,” Browning said with a huff.

“Andy?” Richards ventured.

“What?”

“Wasn’t that our exit?”

“Crap!”

A short time later (not as short as it should have been due to a few additional navigational errors, but short in comparison to say your average Kevin Costner movie) Browning pulled the car up in front of the Jaroch residence. An even shorter time later (due to no navigational issues finding the front door of the house) the trio stood on the doorstep waiting for someone to respond to the doorbell.

Finally, Carl Jaroch answered. The resemblance of people in this era to people in his own never ceased to amaze Baxter. This man was the spitting image of the current captain of the USS Secondprize…well except for the scraggly goatee he had, which his future counterpart most definitely did not.

“Hi, Mister Jaroch,” Browning said jovially and extending her hand as Carl looked from one to the next. “Janice Browning. We spoke on the phone about your device.”

“Yeah,” Carl said, distractedly shaking her offered hand.

“Can we have it?”

“Um…why do you want it again?”

“I don’t,” Browning said. “It’s all about inventory. They are such a pain. I can’t imagine why anyone would ever be in that line of work,” she added, shooting a smirk at Baxter.

“I was thinking about this after I got off of the phone with you. I built the electromagnetic telescope from parts I bought,” Carl said. “It’s mine.”

“Inventory most likely made a simple mistake,” Baxter said. “I would imagine that the device was noted and tagged while you had it in one of the university labs. Once we take it back to Old Dominion and clear up the confusion with inventory, we’ll return it. You have our word.”

“And it took three of you to come get it?”

“I didn’t know how heavy it was, so I brought my boys with me,” Browning said.

“They’re welcome to it,” Carl said, opening the door more widely and revealing the device, which was sitting on the floor in the foyer. If Baxter knew more about the era, which he didn’t, he would have said that the electromagnetic telescope most resembled an overhead projector. As it was, he just recognized it as the same device that had caused so much trouble years earlier. He and Richards brushed past Carl, scooped it up, and made for the car without so much as a “Thank you.”

Browning, however, wasn’t quite so rude. “Thank you very much, Mister Jaroch. Your assistance won’t be forgotten.”

“Don’t mention it,” Carl muttered, closing the door.

“He was kind of rude,” Browning said as she slipped back into the driver’s seat of their borrowed vehicle.

“He could have spat on me and rubbed food into my hair for all I care as long as he gave us this thing,” Baxter said. “It’s our ticket home.”

“Maybe,” Richards said.

“But you said…”

“I said it was a place to start,” Richards interrupted before Baxter could get any farther. “I’ve still got a lot of work to do before it’s anything resembling a functioning time machine, if that’s even possible.”

“All right,” Baxter said. “I understand. For now, we’ll keep doing what we’ve been doing. Live our lives and stay out of trouble. The last thing we need is complications.”



Back in Baltimore, Andy Baxter (21st century edition) stood up from his sofa and stretched. This Andy was blissfully unaware that his future counterpart was currently residing in the same metropolitan area. Of course, he was also blissfully unaware that he had a future counterpart, this knowledge having been wiped from his brain by Dr. Browning after the crew’s previous visit to this era. What Andy was aware of was that the doorbell of his apartment was ringing incessantly.

He made his way to the door and threw it open, revealing David Conway (also the 21st century edition).

“What took you so long?” Dave demanded.

“You mean that whole five seconds?” Andy replied.

“Whatever.”

“How about you stop being an ass and don’t pound on my damn doorbell?”

“Hey, I drove all the way here from Salisbury, bud. How about a little hospitality?”

“You drove all the way here in the middle of the week, so you could crash at my apartment and eat my food, while I’m at work.”

“Just invite us in.”

“Us?” Andy said.

“Yeah,” Dave said as a wall of flesh stepped into view behind him. Andy gradually realized this massive thing was actually a woman, a woman he recognized.

Dave smiled. “I brought a friend. You remember Irma.”



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



NEXT:



Looks like the plans are really coming together for Bradley Dillon. He’s coming that much closer to the person he’s risked everything to find. But what he finds may not be exactly what he expected. Meanwhile, emotions are running high for the Earthbound Explorer crew. Will they be able to stand each other long enough to survive this?




Living in the Past, Part Three - Present Tension



The alarm woke Counselor Kelly Peterman with a start. She jerked up in bed, running her hands through her hair.

“Computer, time…” she said groggily as she swung her legs out of bed. Then she realized, to her ultimate dismay, that she was in the twenty- first century, and there was no computer around in her lousy two-bedroom brownstone apartment to tell her what time it was.

“It’s almost ten a.m.,” Chris Richards called from the living room. “Ten hundred. Which means you’ve hit the snooze button like nine times now.”

“Thanks, Chris,” Peterman muttered, and leaned out of bed. She walked to the door, passing Steffie’s crib to make sure she was still sleeping soundly. She checked the baby monitor. The primative device, working like a stone-age comm system, transmitted the sounds Steffie made while she was sleeping out to the receiver in the living room, so, theoretically, anyone out in the living room could hear Steffie if she cried and needed to be changed. This worked well if, say, Peterman slept through the crying.

Peterman walked up to the doorway to her bedroom and leaned against it as she shifted the nightgown over her shoulders. “How’s the time machine coming?”

“Boy, I sure do miss hearing ‘good morning, Chris.’” Richards sighed, the electronic guts of Carl Jaroch’s telescope-cum-neutrino emission chamber splayed before him on the coffee table as he leaned forward on the couch, twisting components together, holding him up to get a better look at them in the glow of sunlight pouring in through the window behind him. “But no. The last four mornings all I’ve heard is ‘how’s the time machine coming, Chris?’ ‘Where are we on that time machine problem, Chris?’ Do you know how hard it is to build a time machine?”

“I really have no idea,” Peterman said, wandering over to the couch and sitting down on the other side.

“You’d be of great help if you wouldn’t keep oversleeping. Not that I don’t adore Steffie, but it would be magnificent if I didn’t have to get up every ten minutes between disassembling particle decelerators to check her diapie.”

“Boy, we have been around each other too long,” Peterman giggled. “You’re saying diapie.”

“It’s catchy,” Richards mumbled. “Anyway, I know you’re a little out of sorts right now, so it’s understandable that you have a certain…um…malaise.”

“Thank you, Mister Thesaurus, but I’m no more out-of-sorts than the rest of us.”

“I don’t know about it. Janice seems to really like it here. Anyway, I wasn’t talking about that.”

“You weren’t?” Peterman asked, wrinkling her nose.

“I was talking about the problems between you and Andy.” Richards winced as soon as he said it. “I mean, hypothetically speaking, the problems between anyone and anyone.” Nice recovery.

“Problems?” She turned toward Richards, folding one leg under her. “He said we had problems?”

“I’m not sure,” Richards said, nervously busying himself assembling parts. Suddenly a building a time machine seemed like the simplest thing in the world.

“Chris, I need to know what he’s been telling you.”

“Are you blind? Kelly, you moved out of the man’s cabin.”

“That was back on the Explorer! We haven’t even talked about it since we got thrown back in time. And it’s not Andy’s cabin. It’s ours!”

“It’s not yours if you’re not living there. And just because we’ve been temporarily …displaced…doesn’t mean it’s not a problem.”

“I think if it were a problem, Andy would have mentioned something about it by now.”

Richards laughed. “That shows how little you really do know your own husband, Kelly. If something’s bothering Andy, the last thing he’s going to do is talk about it!”

Peterman touched her mouth, gasping. “My God. You’re right.”



Captain Andy Baxter wasn’t saying anything.

He sat on the bench out on the plaza between the academic buildings on Baltimore University’s campus. The sun shone down as he stared at his slice of pizza.

“You’re talkative today,” Doctor Janice Browning said from beside him as she ate her salad. They’d taken to frequenting the Italian takeout place down the street. It had the virtue of being convenient, and having pizza. Janice had already had three slices, and was eating the salad as a “palate cleanser” before the next slice.

“Mmmph,” Baxter said, and took a bite of his slice of pizza.

“I take it you don’t want to talk about it. Whatever IT is.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said as he chewed.

She reached over and squeezed his shoulder. “You know, if something’s on your mind…”

He looked over at Browning and smiled. “You’re the last person who needs to hear it right now.”

“And what does that mean?”

Baxter shrugged as he looked out at the midday traffic that buzzed down Mount Royal Avenue. “You’re preoccupied with your own thoughts.”

Browning grinned, squinting in the sunlight. “Oh, I am, huh? And since when did you know me so well?”

Baxter stared down at his pizza. “Since always. For what, six years now?”

Browning nodded. “I’m starting to see why I’m the last person you’d want to talk to.”

“Yeah.”

“Maybe you could talk to Kelly…”

Baxter looked at Browning. “Yeah. ‘Hey, Honey. Big news. I just realized I have serious romantic feelings for your best friend and mine…no, honey, not Richards. Haha. Nope. Janice Browning. Yep? Isn’t that great? Okay, enough said. Let’s go back to raising our lovely daughter! Pass the parmesean cheese!’”

Browning looked at Baxter, cocking her head quizzically. “You’re eating pizza in this little roleplay, aren’t you?”

“Well, it’s not that far-fetched,” Baxter said, taking another bite of his slice of pizza.

“Wait. ‘Serious’? Since when were we using the word serious?”

“Since…never,” Baxter quickly said. “I never said serious.”

“Andy. I didn’t realize how deep your feelings went.”

“Well now you’re just putting words in my mouth.”

“But it’s not just a silly crush.”

“I don’t know what it is,” Baxter said. He sighed. “I love you, Janice. In a way different from the way I love Kelly. I never figured it for romantic love, but I don’t know. Maybe I opened up just a little bit in that moment we kissed back on the Explorer…”

“That moment we’re never going to talk about again?” Browning asked helpfully.

“What moment?” Baxter deadpanned. “Yes. That moment.”

“Andy, I can’t believe we’re having this conversation.”

“We’re not,” Baxter said, setting his jaw. He then softened as he rested his hand on Browning’s. “This can never, ever happen. You and I both know that. But it doesn’t mean…it doesn’t mean it wouldn’t be wonderful.”

“We’ll never know,” Browning said.

Baxter glanced at his watch. The damn thing still hurt his wrist. Why did people walk around wearing these things? And why did they all not have simple, digital readouts? How primitive, those little metal arrows pointing to the numbers. What was this? The Bronze Age? “Would you look at that? Lunch time’s over. I have to set up for a comedian who’s coming on campus at four-thirty.”

“We could all use a laugh,” Browning said distantly.

Baxter stood up. “Thanks for letting me get all that out.” He took a deep breath. “I feel better. We’ll get over this.” He patted her on the shoulder. “We’ll be fine. Thank goodness one of us has a level head.”

“Yeah,” Browning said softly, watching Baxter as he walked off toward the student center. “Thank goodness.”



Federation President Bradley Dillon breathed in the cool, dry air as he stepped out of the humming car that he’d rented, something called a “Lexus.” The name seemed fitting; plus, it was either that or something called an “Escort,” which didn’t look at all comfortable.

His distant ancestor, also named Bradley Dillon, who still believed him to be cousin “Frederick,” had been nice enough to drive it. Given the choice, Bradley would rather his ancestor think he was simply lazy. That would be easier to explain than him not knowing how to drive a car.

“We still have about forty miles to go before we reach the town,” Past Bradley said from within the car. “Why did we stop here?”

“To take in the countryside,” Bradley said. “To get our bearings.”

Bradley waved the map that rested between the two front seats. “This map has our bearings.”

She’s out here, Bradley thought to himself. I can feel her. She’s here, and I’ll find her.

“I understand if you have to, um…go.”

Bradley glanced back inside the car. “Go? Why would I go? We’re on this trip together.”

“To the bathroom.”

Bradley bristled at the notion. “I do believe I can keep my faculties. We may be out in the wilderness, but I refuse to behave like a wild animal. I’m a civilized man.”

Past Bradley nodded, and reached back in his carry-on, which sat just behind his seat. He withdrew a gleaming, silver disc. “Then shall I play some more Vivaldi?”

“Please,” Bradley said, and ducked back in the Lexus. “Onward, then! Onward!”



Counselor Peterman rolled over in bed, facing the ceiling. “Andy…”

“Hrummmmph?” Baxter murmurred, rolling over in the opposite direction.

“Andy, we need to talk.”

Baxter shifted, bunching the sheets up around him. “Grrnmmmmph.”

“Are you happy?”

He reluctantly rolled back to face Peterman, rubbing his eyes and yawning. “Not at the moment, because you just woke me up.”

“I mean…are you happy with…with our situation?”

“No,” Baxter said. “I live in the twenty-first century, and share a two-bedroom university apartment no bigger than my cabin on the Explorer with three other people. Furthermore, I spend my days at work answering pointless questions from college students. I hand out candy and condoms at social mixers. And, just today, I learned how to operate a popcorn machine.” He groaned. “So no. I’m not happy.”

She took his hand, and pulled it around her stomach, squeezing it. “No, silly. I mean are you happy with US. Are you happy with OUR situation.”

Baxter inched closer to Peterman, resting his chin in the crook of her neck. “Well, yeah. I love you.”

“I love you too, Andy. You know that, don’t you?”

“Why would I have reason to doubt it?”

“Well, in the past few weeks we haven’t really talked about it, but I know there are some unresolved issues between us.”

“I don’t know of any unresolved issues. You moved out of our cabin. I’d call that a resolved issue.”

“You took it personally. It wounded you, I know. And I didn’t mean for it to.”

“Of course you didn’t. You have things to sort out.”

“Why are you saying it like that?”

Baxter shrugged and rolled back over. “I’m not saying it like anything. It’s just what it is. You’re taking some ‘time.’”

“I’m working on us, Andy.”

“Ah. And you don’t need me for that?”

“Of course I do. But in order to work on us, I have to work on me. Does that make sense?”

“Gnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnk.” Baxter just snored.

“I know you’re fake-snoring, Andy.”

“Can we talk about this in the morning?” Baxter muttered. “I have to promote the battle of the bands tomorrow on the quad.”

“Sure,” Peterman said softly. “We’ll deal with this in our own time. That’s natural.”

“Mmhmmm. Night.”

Peterman rolled away from Baxter and drew her legs up a little, staring out the window at the lights and sounds of the city outside.

They’d deal with this in their own time. There was no reason to think anything was wrong with Andy. Richards didn’t know what he was talking about.



In the room next door, Janice Browning was looking out the window at the same row of half-lit buildings, and listening to the same sounds of automobiles and sirens.

She leaned forward, arms folded on the window sill, and rested her chin on her arms.

“Janice?” a voice asked, and she looked over her shoulder.

Richards was lying in his sleeping bag, next to the bed she’d been sleeping in. They’d agreed that sleeping together in the same bed again would just be too weird, and, ever the gentleman, Richards opted to take the sleeping bag.

“Yes, Christopher?”

“Can’t sleep?”

“Not at the moment.”

“Can I ask you something?”

Browning turned, looked at Richards. “Sure.”

“If you’re going to stay up, would you mind if I took the bed and you took the sleeping bag?”

Browning rolled her eyes. “Anything for you, Christopher.”

“Thanks. Night!”

“Yeah. Night.”



Andy Baxter, circa 2003, walked into his living room, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. He looked around. “Where’s Irma?”

Dave Conway, also circa 2003, was sitting on Andy’s couch, flipping through channels on his TV. “She went to Wal-Mart.”

“You two and Wal-Mart.”

“Isn’t she wonderful?” Dave asked, starry-eyed, as Andy sat down beside him.

“I guess.” Andy took a deep breath. “So…how long do you guys think you’ll be staying here?”

Dave looked at him. “What? We’re here less than a week and you’re already pushing us out the door?”

Andy bristled. “No. It’s not that. It’s just…you two roll into town, it’s been months since we really talked, and suddenly you’re living in my apartment.”

“I wouldn’t say living,” Dave said. “More like squatting.”

“Euuuuh,” Andy moaned. “I’m just wondering…why?”

“Why what? Why Irma and I don’t feel the need to sleep separately? Why we cuddle on your couchbed each night?”

“No,” Andy said, and rubbed his eyes again. “And ewww.”

“The love between a man and a woman is a very natural thing Andy.”

“I said EWWWW!”

“Irma is a beautiful woman. I’m sorry you can’t see that.” Dave folded his arms. “But if you feel like we’re imposing…” He glanced sidelong at Andy, who rubbed his temples.

“God, I wish my head would stop hurting,” Andy said, and shuffled off to the bathroom to get some aspirin. “Look, stay as long as you want. I just wish you two would give me more of an idea of why you’re here.”

“Does it matter?”

Andy’s head emerged from behind the bathroom door. “Yes!”

“Maybe we just want to share in your company,” Dave said softly.

“I’m not sleeping with either of you,” Andy shouted back as he turned on the shower.

“And maybe we want something else entirely…” Dave said with a smile, and sunk lower on the couch. “Say, are you working late again tonight?”

“Probably,” Andy’s voice responded.

“University Admissions must be demanding work,” Dave muttered disinterestedly.

“You have no idea. Especially at a place like Baltimore University. They’ll let anyone in there.”



That same morning, Counselor Peterman walked down the sidewalk that ran along the compact, urban campus of Baltimore University. She had to get out and walk. Being cooped up with Richards every day was starting to wear on her. She liked the guy, normally, but even in the best of conditions, they didn’t really have much to talk about. Her and Baxter were husband and wife, soulmates. And she and Browning were best friends. Baxter and Janice, of course, were also best friends. But she and Richards…they’d never really spent that much time alone together. And when faced with that prospect, they’d pretty much ended up just going about their business as if the other weren’t even there.

But right now she needed some space. She needed time to think, about Andy, about their twenty-first century plight, and about the future. Why was Andy being so distant with her? Had she really pushed him away by moving out? Was that a rash decision?

Funny. She’d moved out so that she could get perspective, get some time to herself to think about what she wanted out of life. To figure out who she was, as a separate person, not just the captain’s wife.

Now she was stuck on Earth, in the twenty-first century, with no immediate rescue in sight. An agent from the 29th Century had gone through enough trouble to come back in time to tell Baxter personally that he was stranded there. It would figure such a jackass would be related to David Conway. Peterman smouldered. So thanks to this “Clive” person, she and the others were effectively stranded. And Bradley Dillon, the architect of this whole mess, was nowhere to be found.

If Richards couldn’t rework the device they’d “borrowed” from this time period’s Carl Jaroch, turning it into a rudimentary time machine, then they’d have no hope of ever getting back to the present.

Peterman stood in front of the administration building, feeling lost. She’d taken her walk with no clear direction, having no clue what she was even doing there, and she didn’t feel any less lost now.

If only she could get some kind of sign…

“Excuse me,” a voice said, and she felt a shoulder brush hers. “I’m sorry, I’m running late for work…”

“Sorry to be in the way,” Peterman muttered, then looked up at the man that pushed by her into the revolving door of the one of the Baltimore University buildings. That face…“Andy?” she blurted. She immediately wished she hadn’t.

The man turned around and looked at her, blinking. He shouldered a satchel, wore sunglasses, had no goatee, but it was him. It was him, almost to a “T.” In his late twenties, at about the age he was when they first met. In all intents and purposes, it was Andy Baxter. But Peterman knew better. She knew who she was looking at, who she’d met before, when Baxter and his ancestor had temporarily switched consciousness. And she knew she risked screwing up the timeline just talking to the guy. So why couldn’t she take her eyes off him?

“Do I know you?” he asked, then pushed the revolving door the opposite way and stepped back outside. “I’m sorry, did we have an appointment this morning? Just give me a minute and I’ll be right with you…”

“We, uh, I mean…” Peterman considered that. “Yes, we did as a matter of fact.”

“Okay,” he grinned. “Great. Just come in with me, we’ll get you all set up in just a minute.”

“All right,” Peterman said, feeling a little unbalanced, as she followed Andy into the building and up the stairs.



“She’s unmistakable,” Bradley Dillon (future version) told the man at the counter in the gas station and general store just outside the small New Mexico town of La Cienega. “Long, black hair, silvery eyes, graceful, delicate features.” He glanced around at the clientele that moved around the aisles in the convenience store. “She would stand out quite a bit in this town, I imagine.”

“Can’t say I’ve seen her,” the crusty, white-haired old man behind the counter said. “We don’t get a whole lot of visitors. Cept for tourists. Whole damn bunch of tourists. But they pass through. Don’t stay long.”

“I see,” Bradley said, glancing out the window. Past Bradley had almost finished fueling the rental car, and it was time to set off in another direction in search of Leximas. He’d go door to door if he had to.

“Yeah, the tourists. And the artsy folks. Stupid artsy folks.”

“Pardon?” Bradley asked, leaning forward.

“Bunch of meditation types. You know the kind. Yoga and shit. There’s a retreat about twenty miles southwest of here. Ain’t much out there. Folks don’t even come to buy food. Fancy fellas raise and cook it themselves, I think. Hippies, is what they are.”

Bradley nodded, having stopped listening moments ago. “You’ve been extremely helpful sir.” He dropped a roll of bills on the table. About $200. “Thanks for your assistance. And have a great day.”

“You too,” the attendant muttered, and grabbed the roll of money. “You fancy son of a bitch.”

“Gather the horses, cousin,” Bradley said, walking back to the Lexus and swinging the passenger door open. “We have a lead.”

“Where are we heading?” Past Bradley said as he slid into the driver’s seat, having finished fueling the car.

“Twenty miles southwest,” Bradley said.



“You can come on back now,” Andy said, waving amiably at Peterman as she sat in the waiting area at what she’d learned was the “Admissions” office. She assumed, by reading some of the brochures in the waiting area, that this office was responsible for interviewing students and advising them about their college application.

Peterman followed Andy back to a small, square office, and walked in and sat down opposite his desk.

“So,” he said, handing her a catalogue of courses and pamphlet. “Do you know what program you’re interested in?”

Peterman looked up at him and smiled, giving a small shrug. “There are so many…”

“There is a lot to choose from. Maybe you could tell me more about your interests, and I’ll try to help you figure out where to go from there.”

“I’d like that,” Peterman said softly, and thought of her Andy. She took a deep breath. “I like to help people. With their problems.”

“Ah! A therapist!”

Peterman nodded. “Something like that.”

“You know we have a great applied psychology program that’s perfect for people looking to go into the counseling field.”

Peterman raised an eyebrow. “I’m intrigued.”

“It’s all in the catalogue. Before we go too much further, you might want to know a little bit more about our requirements…”

She just nodded along as Andy talked. She was fixated on one of the pictures on his desk, a small four-by-six of a golden retriever. “You have a dog?” she asked, interrupting him mid-sentence.

“Yeah. Well, had. My parents had a golden retriever, Katie, who died a couple years ago.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Peterman said, reaching across the desk and touching Andy’s hand. “I know what it’s like to lose a pet.”

“It was tough,” Andy said. “Now that I’m in an apartment by myself, I’ve often thought about getting a dog of my own. But I don’t think I could handle it. That’s a lot of responsibility.”

“I think you can handle just about anything life throws at you, Andy.”

He smiled at her, leaned forward. “Um…have we met before?”

“No. No, I think we just talked on the…” Peterman pointed at the rectangular object on Andy’s desk. “Telephone.”

“Oh. You just seem so darned familiar. Like someone I once knew.”

“Likewise,” Peterman said. She glanced at the clock on Andy’s wall. “You know, I really should be going. I’ve taken up enough of your time as it is…”

“But we haven’t even looked at the class schedule…”

“I’m still mulling my decision.” She waved the catalogue. “But I have all the information I need. You’ve been…very helpful.”

Andy stood, bowing slightly as Peterman backed out of the office. “I’m happy to help. Oh, wait!” He reached over and grabbed a small, white sliver of paper out of a tiny rack on his desk. “Take my card, in case you want to call me, and, you know, ask me some more questions.”

Peterman took the card and examined it. “You’re a counselor?”

Andy smiled. “That’s what they call me.”

“Interesting,” she said, and walked out, casting one more glance at Andy.



Between class sessions, Janice Browning sat at the desk at the front of her classroom, scribbling on a piece of paper. She actually enjoyed using pen and paper. The others complained about how primitive it was, and bemoaned the lack of good padd’s (although there were some devices that barely approximated padds, it just wasn’t the same).

But for her part, Browning enjoyed the tactile nature, the intimacy of the handwritten word. And, in this case, intimacy was probably what was called for. Rather, a lack of intimacy was what was called for, she corrected herself.

“This is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to write,” she began, then crossed it out. She wasn’t writing a goodbye letter. It didn’t have to be so melodramatic.

“This is really hard,” she wrote. “There, that’s better.” She looked at the paper a moment, then wrote some more.

Several minutes later, she was startled out of her scribbling by a knock on the door frame.

“Janice?”

Browning nearly lept out of her chair, quickly turning the sheet of paper over. “Kelly!”

Peterman stood in the doorway. “You busy?”

“Just…uh…grading one of my students’ papers.”

“Looks like he has awful handwriting,” Peterman said. “Then again, I’m sure I would too, if I’d ever tried it.”

“Yes,” Browning said, shoving the piece of paper in her desk drawer. “Awful penmenship.”

“You busy?”

“I had some lunch plans…but I can cancel them. What’s up?”

“I just had what you might call an otherworldly encounter.”

“Hard to do on Earth in this time period,” Browning said. “There isn’t much otherworldly going on around here these days.”

“I saw Andy.”

Browning glanced over Peterman’s shoulder. “Oh? Is he here with you?”

“Not our Andy,” Peterman said, stepping closer to Browning. “This time period’s Andy.”

“The one the captain switched minds with?” Browning said. “He’s….he’s here?”

“Go figure,” Peterman said.

“Damn. Of all the Universities in all the world…why’d he pick this one?”

“Yeah,” Peterman said. “It’s almost like we were destined to run into him.”

“Did you talk to him?”

“Yeah. A little more than I probably should have.”

“No kidding. The last thing we need to do is mess up the timeline any more than it already is.”

“But I couldn’t help it, Janice,” Peterman said, and sat down on the edge of Browning’s desk. “I just wanted to talk to him. To hear about his life.”

“Is that wise?”

“I didn’t care. Not right then. I almost felt like it was easier to talk to him than to my Andy. Is that terrible?”

Browning looked thoughtfully up at Peterman. “I’m not sure I’m qualified to say. You’re the counselor.”

“Yeah, well I think it’s weird. Do you think I should talk to Andy?”

“Our Andy.”

“Yes, ours.”

“Of course. I’m sure he’ll want to know his ancestor is working here.”

“No. I mean about…about everything.”

“What exactly is everything?”

“You know, how hard things have been lately. God, it’s stretched back all the way to when I my mind was taken over by the Bast. When I wrote that stupid book…when I told him I was moving out. Janice, I feel like…he’s so distant now, so hurt. Janice, did I…did I break his heart?”

Browning gritted her teeth. “I…I’m not really qualified to say.”

“Because you’re not a counselor.”

“Because I’m not the one who’s in love with him,” Browning said, and rubbed her eyes. “Would you look at the time? I have another class coming in soon. I’ve got to get ready.”

Peterman sat up. “I thought you had no plans?”

“None other than that,” Browning said, ushering Peterman toward the door. “Now that’s big news. Go back and tell Christopher. I’ll tell Andy…if I see him later today.”

“If you see him…” Peterman said, as she backed toward the door. “Would you tell him I… no. Nevermind. I’m a big girl. I can handle this on my own. Don’t tell him anything.”

“Wasn’t planning on it,” Browning said, trying to put on a cheery smile.

“Thanks, Janice,” Peterman said, as she walked away. “Thanks for being such a good friend.”

“Don’t mention it,” Browning muttered. Once Peterman was gone, she pulled the paper from her desk, folded it as many times as she could manage, and then shoved it in her pocket. She wouldn’t give it to Baxter. But she couldn’t bear to just throw it away either.



Andy stared at his computer screen, and the open student application file in front of him. He had about a dozen of admissions evaluations to get through before the end of the day, but his heart just wasn’t in it.

Put aside the fact that he had two very strange house guests “squatting” at his apartment right now.

He couldn’t take his mind off her. That woman that had been in his office earlier in the morning. Where did he know her from? She felt so…familiar. And he didn’t even get her name. He took his glasses off and rubbed his eyes.

“Isn’t it a little early in the day to be falling asleep on the job?” Carol, one of the other admissions counselors, said, leaning in Andy’s doorway as he rubbed his face and stared at her from between his fingers.

Carol was about his age, and had become a counselor a year before he did. Andy had only been an admissions counselor for about a year, after he found that teaching philosophy as an adjunct professor was a lot less fun than sitting in class. He liked being a counselor, because it paid him to stay on a college campus, which is really where he wanted to be anyway. But he would have been lost at this job, had Carol not been around to show him the ropes.

“I’m not sleeping,” Andy groaned. “I’m thinking.”

“Don’t think too hard. You might strain something.” Carol collapsed into the chair opposite Andy’s desk and sighed. “This day will not end! I’ve already seen six students!”

“Yeah, the files are starting to pile up,” Andy muttered. “And this girl… this woman…from this morning…I can’t get out of my mind.”

“Oh. That dark haired lady? She was pretty. Looked a little old for you, though.”

“She was probably in her thirties,” Andy mused. “That’s not so bad.”

“Too bad she’s going to be a student here,” Carol said, smiling. “You know the kind of trouble dating students can cause.”

“Doesn’t mean I couldn’t try it,” Andy said. “Anyway, I am more professional than that. I would never…well…you know…”

“But it doesn’t hurt to think about it,” Carol said. “Yeah, I know. I had quite the stud in my office this morning myself.”

“He was seventy-eight.”

“But he was a verile seventy-eight.” Carol slapped her thighs, then stood up. “You want to get some lunch?”

“Yeah. I guess. Is Student Activities doing anything out on the plaza today? Maybe there’s free food.”

“I don’t know. But that reminds me…I was in the student center this morning getting coffee. I saw this guy there, in Student Activities…I swear he could be your older brother.”

“I’m an only child,” Andy said. “But nice try.”

“No,” Carol said. “I mean it. It was spooky. This guy looked like he could have been your twin. Except he had a goatee. And he didn’t wear glasses.” She grinned. “And he was much more handsome…”

“Are you finished?”

“Yeah. Let’s eat.”

Andy chuckled inwardly. His doppleganger, working on campus. That was about as likely as the love of his life walking into the office that morning.



The Lexus screamed down the dirt road, kicking up a long trail of dust as it moved, headed straight toward an outcropping of pueblo-like white buildings at the end of the road.

“I don’t even think this qualifies as a road,” Past Bradley told “Frederick,” his supposed cousin, as the Federation President looked on hopefully at the arrangement of buildings that comprised the La Cienega Retreat for Careful Reflection, as the sign called it.

“It gets us where we’re going,” Bradley said. “Now slow down. We don’t want to announce ourselves by skidding to a stop in their parking lot.”

“It doesn’t look like they have a parking lot,” Past Bradley said, as he steered the Lexus slowly toward one of the buildings. “Doesn’t even look like there are any other cars here. They must get bussed in.”

“My Leximas…on one of those…bus things.” Bradley shivered. “I know she used one to get to New Mexico, yet still…I cannot abide that thought.”

“Your Lexi…” Past Bradley said. “I guess we haven’t really discussed whose Lexi she really is, have we?”

“I think we know the answer to that question.”

“Yes,” Past Bradley said as he shut the car off. “I think we do.”

They got out of the car and walked up toward the building, rapping on its door.

A gaunt man with a scruffy face and long, stringy brown hair and a plain, brown robe tied tightly at the waist answered. “Yeah?” he asked groggily.

“Good morning. My name is…Federick Dillon. I am here to visit a friend of mine. Perhaps you have heard of her? Her name is Lexi.”

“We don’t usually allow visitors,” the man said, looking at Bradley askance a moment. “It’s kinda like…it disturbs our thought process.”

“All too well,” Past Bradley said. “Thought processes are of the utmost importance.”

“But seeing Lexi is of utmost importance as well,” Bradley cut in. “We are old friends, and it has been a long time since we have seen her. We have important news to share with her. It’s critical that we see her.”

“Well,” the man sighed. “I’m not one to stand in the way of the witchy ways of fate, man.”

“Most eloquently put,” Bradley said. “Now, if you could please lead us to Lexi’s accomodations…”

“She hangs here,” the man said, and glanced over his shoulder. “Lexi!” he called. “Could you cut your Yoga short and come down here a moment? A couple men would like to talk to you.”

“She lives…here…?” Past Bradley asked, as the future Bradley looked on likewise vexed.

“Yes,” the man said simply.

“I…didn’t realize these were coed facilities,” Bradley said.

“They are when the people who live in them are husband and wife,” Leximas said, standing at the foot of the stairs, dressed in a similar robe, looking graceful, simple, and beautiful.

Bradley could do nothing but gape as Leximas stood on the other side of the room, hands on her hips.

“Hello, Bradley.”



“Good girl. Take a step for daddy,” Baxter said, sitting crosslegged on the floor of his bedroom, where Steffie’s crib had been set up. Right now, Steffie was opposite Baxter, leaning against the wall. She’d taken a few steps since she’d hit the one-year mark, but Baxter wanted to see her walk more. It always fascinated him that something so small, someone he’d created, was capable of walking. Plus, watching Steffie’s face, her smiles, and cooing–despite the occasional emotional outburst–was relaxing. Like meditating. “C’mon baby,” he urged, waving to Steffie, who began leaning forward a bit. “Just scoot yourself up and come over!”

The door to his bedroom creaked open. “Kelly?” he asked over his shoulder.

“Nope, just me,” Browning said, stepping into the bedroom and pushing the door to slightly.

“Oh,” Baxter said, and smiled. “How was work?”

“Pretty good. I showed everyone how to do an autopsy today.”

“I hope you used a plastic model,” Baxter groaned.

“Yup,” Browning said, waving at Steffie and crouching down. “Hey there kiddo! You walking for daddy?”

“That’s good.”

“Yeah,” Browning said, rubbing Steffie’s head. “We go to the morgue tomorrow.”

Baxter frowned. “Ewww. Dead bodies?”

“I have seen one or two, you know. It’s not really that big a deal.”

“I’m so glad I’m not in medicine,” Baxter said, and waved Steffie’s pacifier at her. “C’mon. Get your groggy!”

“Where’s everybody else?” Browning asked.

“Kelly and Chris went to pick up some supplies for the ‘time machine,’” Baxter said, making air quotes. “If we can even call it that right now.”

“Where’d they go?”

“Some place called ‘Radio Shack.’”

“But we’re not making a radio,” Browning said, her brow furrowing.

“That’s what I told them,” Baxter said. “But Chris seemed to think he’d find what he needed there. Besides, there’s no such thing as a ‘time machine shack.’”

“No, I guess not.” Browning patted her pocket, feeling the folded up note. “Look, Andy, I have something to give you. I went back and forth about whether or not to give it to you, but what the hell. You deserve to know.”

Baxter looked up at her. “Um…”

“Don’t say anything. Just read it. And let that be the end of it, okay?”

“The end of what?”

Browning rolled her eyes. “Just read it okay?” She stood up, and reached in her pocket, producing a tightly folded piece of paper.

“You wrote this with your hand?”

“It’s not as hard as you’d think, once you get the hang of it,” Browning said, heading back out to the living room. “If you have questions, you know where to find me…”

Baxter quickly unfolded the note and began reading it:



Andy,



I don’t quite know how to begin this. Probably because I’ve never

written a letter like this before. But because of that, understand

that I have no idea what I’m doing here.

I love you. You said it this afternoon and I didn’t have the guts to

say it back to you. But I do. In a way that we can’t talk about.

Ever. Like you said. This can never happen. For so many

reasons. Because I love Kelly too. And I love Steffie. And I

don’t want to break this family apart just because I have feelings

that I shouldn’t be having.

I guess we both have that problem. And before this gets any more

out of control, I think it’s for the best that we get some distance

from each other. Maybe we cut out the lunches for a while. Not

that we stop eating lunch, of course. I try to have at least three a

day. But we probably should not be having them together. Time

we spend alone together just makes us want to talk

about…this…and the last thing we need to do is talk about it.

The smartest thing we both could do is put this all out of our minds

and move forward as if this whole blessed Pandora’s box had

never been opened. Agreed?

But whatever the case, know that somewhere, in some other

universe out there, under a whole different set of circumstances,

we would have been truly amazing.



Love Always,

Janice



“Janice!” Baxter called out, running out of the bedroom. “What the heck is this?”

“I think it was pretty self-explanatory,” Browning said, sitting on the couch and flipping through channels. She stopped at one channel that featured a man wrestling an alligator in a muddy swamp. “Man! Would you look at that! That guy’s amazing!” She put her foot up on the coffee table and nudged the hulking neutrino emission chamber to the side so she could see a little better.

Baxter sat down beside Browning and stared at the paper again. “Do you really feel that way?”

“I wouldn’t have written it otherwise.”

“And you think we can just…swallow this down?”

“Do you see any alternative?”

“Well, no, but…”

“Then that’s that.” Browning stared at the TV. “Close the book on this, Andy, before it’s too late…”

“We’re home!” Peterman announced, walking into the apartment, Richards walking behind her, struggling with several large bags.

Baxter quickly wadded up the note and shoved it in his pocket.

“Need help, Chris?”

“No, your wife is being more than helpful enough!” Richards muttered, dragging the bags in himself and setting them down by the coffeetable. “Janice…would you mind not putting your feet up so close to the neutrino emission chamber? You could knock it over.”

“I’d like to think I’m less of a klutz than that, Christopher,” Browning said.

“I wouldn’t put anything past you, hon.”

“You’re such the sweetie,” Browning muttered, and pushed off the couch.

“How’s Steffie?” Peterman asked, walking up to Baxter and kissing his cheek.

“Damn!” Baxter said, shoving off the couch and heading to the bedroom. “She was out of her crib and walking. I left her….uh, for a minute.”

“Oh, good. Well, maybe next time she gets out you’ll let her walk out on the fire escape!”

“Relax, she’s fine,” Baxter said, kneeling by Steffie, who sat, giggling as she watched a string of her drool fall down and hit the hardwood floor. He picked her up. “I was just about to change her and feed her. No biggie!”

“Well, just remember, if something happens to her, we don’t have Sickbay to fall back on.”

“That’s painfully obvious,” Baxter said, patting Steffie’s back as he walked with her to the bathroom. “Besides, we still have Janice.”

“Yeah, we’ll see what good she is without any medical equipment!”

“I’m sure she’d be just fine,” Baxter said, a little defensively, and walked into the bathroom with Steffie.

“Anybody up for ordering pizza?” Browning asked, as Peterman drifted back into the living room.

“Again?” asked Richards.

“Sure,” Peterman said, “It’s only the tenth time.”

“I guess I’ll have a slice,” Richards said distractedly, as he started welding one of the new components he’d purchased onto the emission chamber.

“Do you have to do that in here?” Browning asked.

“Do you want to ever go back to the twenty-fourth century?”

Peterman sighed as she sat down by Browning. “Well, it was only a matter of time. We’re all starting to get on each other’s nerves. We’re getting too close.”

“Yeah,” Browning said distantly.

“I don’t know about you guys,” Peterman said. “But I’ll be glad when we can get back to the Explorer and life can go back to normal.”

“And that’s exactly what we’re going to do, if you’d both just be quiet, turn off the television, and let me work,” Richards grumbled.

“Fine, mister grumpypants,” Peterman said, rising and heading for the phone. “But just for that, we’re getting anchovies!”



“Is this day over yet?” Andy Baxter, 21st Century version, said, closing an admissions application file, standing up, and stretching. Tonight was his “late night,” which meant that he stayed in the office till 7pm to answer any questions that the evening students might have. It was a long day, and by all rights he could have come in late if he’d wanted to. But he liked to bank those extra couple hours he worked as comp time. One never knew when one might want to take some time off.

“Hey, Sandy, you can go ahead and head out if you want,” Andy called out to the receptionist as he shut down his computer and grabbed his jacket off the post on his door. “I’ll lock up.”

“Sandy left already,” a voice bellowed from down the hall.

Andy poked his head out of his office. “Who…” His eyes went wide. “Irma! What are you doing here?”

“Aren’t you happy to see me?” Irma asked, advancing toward Andy. “I’m sure as hellfire happy to see you.”

“Yeah,” Andy said, pulling at his collar a bit. “I’m just ecstatic.”

“Then give us a hug.” Irma walked toward Andy, and before he could resist, she wrapped her big meaty arms around him, squeezing tight.

“Unnnnnnnnnnh…” Andy groaned as he felt the feeling ebbing from his limbs. “Irma, please…that hurts.”

“Love hurts, Andy,” Irma said simply. “Now grab your bag. We’re leaving.”

“You came to pick me up?” Andy asked, following Irma out of the office. “But I brought my car…”

“We’re not driving home, you silly boy,” Irma said, clapping Andy hard on the back. “We’re driving toward your destiny.”



At that same general time, Janice Browning had just polished off the last slice of pizza. “That was great. Better than last time. Did I mention I love anchovies?”

“Did I mention I hate them?” Richards asked as he stooped over the neutrino emission chamber, now situated on the small desk by the window. He’d given up on using the coffee table. Browning, Baxter, and Peterman had commandeered it for dinner.

“I’m still hungry,” Baxter said, leaning back on the couch, as Peterman sat between him and Browning, arms folded, intent on the TV.

“Why are these people eating buffalo testicles?”

“It’s some kind of game show,” Baxter said. “I think.”

“Seems vaguely Klingon,” Browning said. “You know, animal testes are tasty if you cook them right.”

“For the sake of my sanity, I’m going to forget you said that,” Baxter groaned.

“I think we should go out and do something,” Peterman said suddenly. “Get some drinks or something.”

“Great!” Richards said as he grabbed a soldering iron and held it to the erstwhile time machine he’d been working on. “I’ll stay and babysit while I work on creating a time machine.”

“It’s nice of you to volunteer, Chris,” Baxter said, obviously not getting the sarcasm. “But I think we should all stick together. And, I think we should keep a low profile. The more time we spent out in the real world, the more likely we are to screw up the timeline.”

“Weren’t you doing karaoke out on the school plaza this afternoon?”

“That was just one song! And I doubt me singing ‘Love Shack’ to a bunch of burned out business majors is going to carry a lot of weight with the timeline.”

“You never know…” Browning said with a grin.

“Well,” Peterman said, pushing off the couch. “I need to do something.”

“WAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” the baby monitor on the coffee table buzzed with the whine of a freshly awakened Steffie.

“There’s something you can do,” Baxter suggested, and immediately regretted it.

Peterman whirled on him. “And what is THAT supposed to mean?”

Baxter sunk a little on the couch. “Nothing.” Then he got off the couch. “I’ll go take care of it. You just sit…relax…take a load off. Really!”

Peterman harrumphed and sat back down on the couch. “I think we all need a break from each other. These close quarters are driving us all batty.”

“Is that your official counselor’s opinion?” Browning asked.

“It’s the only reason I can guess for us being at each other’s throats lately. Me and Richards, you and Richards. Me and Andy…”

“Yeah,” Browning said, and grabbed the remote, flipping channels on the TV.

Peterman shifted on the couch, toward Browning. “Except for you and Andy. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you guys argue.”

“We’ve had differences of opinion.”

“No, I don’t think you guys have ever had a major argument.” She laughed. “Must be nice.”

“Yes,” Browning said, giggling nervously. “It’s wonderful.”

“Here I am, married to the guy, and I actually envy your relationship with him.”

“That’s…silly.”

“Well, you’re probably closer to him than I am right now. You guys work together, I’m sure you see each other during the day…”

“It’s meaningless!” Browning snapped, staring at the TV screen.

Peterman blinked. “What?”

Browning took a deep breath. “I mean, when we hang out, at school, it’s quite meaningless.”

“No it’s not,” Peterman said. “You two are friends. Good friends.”

Browning nodded. “Sure are.”

“Nothing wrong with that.”

“Nope.”

The next few moments, they sat in silence, and Browning tapped her foot on the floor constantly, in rhythm.

“Can you stop that? I’m trying to align a flux capacitor over here,” Richards called over his shoulder.

“Yeah. Sure!” Browning said, throwing her hands up. “Don’t mind me. I just live here.” She stood up.

“Don’t take it so hard,” Peterman said. “He’s just being grumpy because he can’t get his time machine to work.”

“Men and their time machines,” Browning griped, and walked off toward the Baxter and Peterman’s bedroom. “I”m going to go check on Andy and Steffie. Maybe I will be less of a nuisance to them.”

Peterman watched Browning go, creeping in through the bedroom door and closing it gently behind her. She glanced at Richards.

“What was all that about?”

Richards shrugged as he worked. “I don’t know. I’ve seen her act this way before.”

“What way?”

The engineer looked up from his work, his soldering iron crackling. “Heartbroken.”

“But who…?” But Peterman understood. “Bradley Dillon. She’s still caught up over that ass.”

“That would be my guess.”



“Turn that thing off,” Browning whispered, pointing toward Steffie’s baby monitor.

Baxter looked up from rocking Steffie against his chest, sitting on the edge of his bed. “My hands are a little full at the moment,” he whispered as Steffie leaned her head on his shoulder.

“Oh. Right,” Browning said, and reached over to the little white plastic box with an antenna in Steffie’s crib. She turned the dial until it clicked. “There,” she said. “Andy, we have to talk.”

“I thought we weren’t going to talk about this again?” Baxter asked.

“Well, plans changed. Kelly’s getting suspicious.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Do you realize we’re the only two people in this group not currently arguing about something?”

“Aren’t we arguing now?”

“Nope,” Browning said, folding her arms. “And that’s drawing unneeded attention to this…” She pointed between herself and him. “Thing we’ve got here.”

Baxter rolled his eyes, stared at the ceiling. “Sheesh. We should have never kissed.”

“I should have never told you how I felt,” Browning said.

“Me neither,” Baxter said. “We should both know better than to even touch on this topic.”

“Complete and total denial. That’s the cure for this thing.”

“That sounds good,” Baxter said. “And we should pretend to argue about something.”

Browning chuckled. “Good idea.” She walked toward Baxter, wrapped him and Steffie in a big, tight hug. “Friends?”

Baxter nodded, squeezing Browning back. “Best friends.”

Browning suddenly felt Baxter straighten, and he gently pushed her backward. She quickly realized why.

“Kelly…” Baxter said.

She stood there in the doorway, saying nothing. Simply walked to the crib, grabbed the baby monitor, and held it out for him and Browning to inspect. She pointed at a dial. “THIS is the off dial.” She pointed at another dial. “THIS one changes channels.”

Browning turned around, faced Peterman, her face stark white. “Kelly…”

Peterman stared at Browning and Baxter, as she let the monitor drop back in the crib. Her hands were shaking at her sides. Tears welled in her eyes.

“Kelly…please let me explain!” Baxter said, gently handing Steffie to Browning and running toward Peterman, who turned and ran out the door. “KELLY!”

Browning sat there dumbly, holding Steffie. Once she regained her wits, she stepped out into the living room, and saw Richards standing there beside the desk.

“Listen, Christopher, before you…”

Richards stood there, his hands balled into fists. He turned around and kicked the desk, so hard, in fact, that the neutrino emission chamber slid off its slick surface and smashed to the hardwood floor, its cylindrical housing cracked, circuits fizzling.



“Kelly! Wait up!” Baxter called, dodging traffic as he crossed St. Paul street, chasing Peterman to the end of the block.

She whirled on him as they nearly reached the gas station on the corner.

“Are you happy, Andy?”

“No. No, I feel terrible. How else would you expect me to feel?”

“No, you’re not getting the question,” Peterman said, her voice shaking. “Are you happy with US?”

“That’s a stupid question!” Baxter blurted. “Of course I am!”

“Then how…” Peterman looked at the ground. “How…how in all the universe could you do something like that to me?”

Baxter pointed at Peterman. “Because you hurt me like hell, okay? It was one moment of weakness when you moved out on me, after you’d gone haywire for a whole month because of the Bast, and I had nobody else to turn to, and she’d just been crushed by Bradley Dillon, and god damn it we were both vulnerable and we just made a huge mistake.”

“Maybe you did,” Peterman said distantly, staring off into traffic. “Maybe you did, and maybe you didn’t.”

“What do you mean?”

“Maybe there’s a reason I moved out. Maybe there’s a reason I wrote a book about being unhappy in my life with you when the Bast were controlling me. And maybe there’s a reason you felt the need to suck face with our best friend.”

“I don’t think there are reasons for any of that,” Baxter said softly, reaching out a hand to Peterman. “I think it’s all a f***ing stupid mistake…”

Peterman didn’t take his hand. “Or else it points to something a whole lot bigger,” she said. “And I don’t think either one of us is ready to face that something yet.”

“What are you talking about?”

“One thing is certain,” Peterman said, and backed away. “We’re not going to come to any conclusions together.”

“Kelly, where the hell do you think you’re going?” Baxter asked. “We’re stranded here! You just can’t leave. We need each other!”

“If you want to save this marriage, you won’t follow me, Andy,” Peterman called back over her shoulder.

“THEN WHAT THE F*** AM I SUPPOSED TO DO?” Baxter called after her.

“THINK!” she called back, and disappeared around the corner.

Baxter stared after her a moment, and gritted his teeth. “But I’m no good at that,” he said softly. And he turned around and headed back to his apartment.



Peterman didn’t get five feet before she found the nearest bench, which was stationed on the opposite corner adjacent to the gas station. She collapsed onto it, burying her face in her hands, sobbing perhaps as hard as she’d ever sobbed.

Suddenly Peterman felt an immense weight on the bench; a weight so great it almost caused her to slide down to the other side.

She opened her eyes, and glanced to her left, and immediately wished she hadn’t.

Irma sat there beside her, hands folded over her expansive stomach. She was just as Peterman had remembered her. Horrid plaid pants, tropical shirt bursting at the buttons, and about the worst permanent hairdo she’d ever seen.

“Kelly Peterman!” Irma squealed. “What are the odds, really? I mean, what are the odds?”

Peterman wiped her cheeks. For a moment, she tried to forget the fact that she was four hundred years in the past, and that her marriage was on the brink of ruin, and that one of her crew’s most bitter nemeses was sitting beside her.

“This isn’t a good time, Irma,” she whispered.

“Oh, I think it’s the perfect time,” Irma said, wrapping a chubby arm around Peterman. “I know a brokenhearted woman when I see one. Lord knows I’ve broken some hearts myself.”

More than anything, Peterman needed someone she could talk to. Chris…that was a joke. Baxter and Browning were obviously out of the question. And she knew nobody else in this time period, with the possible exception of the 21st century Andy.

It occurred to Peterman that Irma didn’t arrive by chance, and that, even if it was by chance, she wouldn’t likely find another person on Earth who she could really talk to.

“Irma, it’s terrible,” Peterman said, and leaned her head on the large woman’s bosom. “It’s awful. My marriage may be over, and we’re stuck here, and nothing is turning out like I thought it would. I think…I think I may be heading for a nervous breakdown. And I should know. I know the symptoms.”

“There there, sweet girl,” Irma said soothingly, rubbing Peterman’s back. “Everything’s going to be all right. You just need to meditate. To regroup.”

“You can say that again,” Peterman said, rubbing her eyes.

“May I suggest you join us, then?” Irma asked oh-so-politely. She gestured behind her, to the ratty grey station wagon that idled at the gas station, having just apparently been refueled. In the driver’s seat, someone who could only be a direct descendant of David Conway sat thumping his hands on the steering wheel.

Dave rolled down his window. “C’mon, Irma!” he called. “We’re burning daylight here!”

“Just a damn minute!” Irma snapped back.

Peterman’s eyes traveled the length of the wagon. In the back, she saw a face that nearly broke her heart. And then she realized why. It was the face she’d seen earlier that morning. No goatee, ten years younger, thicker hair. The Andy of this time period, Baxter’s distant relative, looked exactly like Baxter had when they’d first met.

“We’re going on a little vacation,” Irma said. “A rest and recharge.”

“That sounds nice,” Peterman sniffed, half-lying. She noticed that Andy looked somewhat uncomfortable. Was he in trouble? Was he along on this insane trip voluntarily?

Irma stood, and proffered her hand to Peterman, a wide grin spreading across her face. “Care to come along?”

Peterman glanced at Irma, then at Dave’s beat-up wagon. Was she crazy? Had she gone over the edge, or did this actually seem like a good idea? Common sense won out. If this trip was legitimate, then she might have a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to get away and think about her marriage. And if it wasn’t, if Irma was planning something awful, then it was her duty as a Starfleet officer to intercede. Either way, one thing was abundantly clear.

She stood up, took Irma’s hand, and shook it. “I’m in,” she said, not sounding nearly as certain as she’d wanted to sound.

“Good,” Irma said, gripping Peterman’s arm a little roughly and pulling her toward the car. “I know we’ll all have a simply wonderful time!”

She swung the passenger side door open, shoved Peterman in, and circled around to the front passenger side door.

“Yes, I’d say this trip is just what the doctor ordered!” Irma exalted, to nobody in particular. She threw the door open, hopped into the wagon, and slammed the door shut. “Next stop, La Cienega!”



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



NEXT:



It’s all been leading to this. The group from the Explorer converges in New Mexico for what may be a last standversus an old enemy, and an old friend. Will anything be the same after this? Including the timeline, and everyone’s self esteem?




Living in the Past, Part Four - Miles to Go…



Everything had led up to this.

Every plan Bradley Dillon had made for the better part of five years led to this one moment. She was there, standing at the base of the stairs, her silvery eyes gazing at him quizzically. She was curious, but in no way shocked at his arrival.

“I…didn’t realize these were coed facilities,” Federation President Bradley Dillon had said, glancing around inside the small, tastefully- decorated Santa Fe style home, while in front of him stood an altogether unhelpful man in a plain brown robe, with stringy black hair and what seemed a vain attempt at a beard.

“They are when the people who live in them are husband and wife,” Leximas said, standing at the foot of the stairs, dressed in a similar robe, looking graceful, simple, and beautiful.

She stood on the other side of the room, hands on her hips. “Hello, Bradley.”

“Hello,” both Bradleys said, looking dumbfounded.

A few quiet moments passed.

“Married?” Future Bradley exploded.

“Bradley?” Past Bradley asked Future Bradley. “I thought your name was Frederick!”

“Shut up,” Future Bradley said, pushing past the man in the robe and heading toward Lexi. “Leximas…we need to talk!”

“That, my friend, is an understatement,” Leximas said with a sigh.

For the moment, the world outside quieted down. Bradley forgot his past counterpart and this strange…fellow…who answered the door…were even there. He looked at Lexi, and for the moment, she as the only other person in the room. In the universe.

“You grew your hair out,” Bradley said.

“It’s harder to find a good hairdresser in this century,” Lexi replied. She extended an elegant, slight hand out to Bradley and squeezed his shoulder. “How are you?”

“I’m confused. Terribly confused,” Bradley said, and glanced over his shoulder. “Maybe we should talk in private.”

Lexi gestured toward the staircase. “I have a room upstairs.” She glanced at the man at the door. “Nicholas, would you be so kind as to show our other guest to the kitchen. I am sure he’s thirsty.”

“You got it, flowerpetal,” Nicholas replied, and shrugged toward the kitchen, leading a baffled-looking Past Bradley behind him, as Future Bradley followed Lexi up the stairs.

“I take it this is not a social call,” Lexi said without a hint of irony as she led Bradley into a simple and spartan looking bedroom. It contained only a bed, with plain tan-colored sheets, and a small, beat-up, schoolteacher style desk.

“Lexi, for godsakes, I came back through time to find you!”

Leximas nodded. “So you did.”

“I worked for years just to get to this point. I spent countless resources. I risked everything. My life, other people’s lives, just to find you. Just to be here with you.”

“Your path has crossed mine once again.”

“How can you be so calm about this?” Bradley asked. “And who is that guy down there?”

“His name is Nicholas Bridges. He is my husband.”

“I know he’s your husband. You said that already.” Bradley felt limp, useless. “Why? How?”

“Our paths united at a place called ‘Mud Island.’ He bore the shirt that directed me here. To La Cienega.”

“Wait,” Bradley said, pacing back and forth in front of Lexi, sparing the occasional glance at her. “That guy…he was the guy on the surveillance tape!”

“Surveillance tape?” Lexi asked, her brow furrowed in amusement.

“I…took some measures to find you.”

“Indeed. Well, you have succeeded.” Lexi sat down on the bed, and gestured for Bradley to sit down. “You should consider staying here for a while.”

“And why ever would I want to do that?” Bradley asked, refusing to sit.

“Because, you have arrived here for a reason. None of this has occurred by chance, I assure you.”

Bradley put his hands on his hips, stared up at the ceiling. “This would have all been so much easier if you’d just stayed in Baltimore.”

“My path carried me in a different direction. I felt the need, the urgency, to leave at once. So I did.”

“That simple.”

“Yes. The directive took me to Mud Island. I met there a man, Nicholas Bridges, who brought me here. After one week, and much meditation, we came to the unilateral decision that we were in love with each other.”

“Your mind guide brought you here?” Bradley asked, ignoring Nicholas for the moment.

“I have no mind guide anymore,” Leximas said. “But I did feel the pull, the need…I felt the directive, and had no choice but to respond.”

“And who is this Nicholas person?” Bradley asked. “Is he some kind of omnipotent being? Someone from your race? A time traveler? Your soulmate?”

“None of those things. He is a simple human, who resides in this time and place. I do not believe in soulmates, because my soul has transcended time and space. But he is my husband. Is that not enough?”

“Wait,” Bradley said, leaning down to face Lexi. “He’s just a…guy?”

“He is male.”

“But he’s just….just a guy.”

“As you say.”

Bradley thought about the lump in his jacket pocket. The ring he’d planned on giving her. The promises he’d wanted to make. All the things he dreamed of doing when this moment finally came to pass. Now that it was here, he wanted no part of any of those things.

“So again I ask you, why should I stay. You’ve obviously made your choice.”

“We all have numerous choices to make in this life, Bradley. One of them could be to stay here. I suggest you make that choice. I can only tell you that I believe the future depends on it, and that all of time hangs in the balance of what you and I do here, this century, this year, this week, in this place.”

“Well!” Bradley said, throwing up his hands. “That’s all I had to hear. Let’s stay then. Maybe we can go sightseeing tomorrow.”

“You are conflicted and upset,” Leximas said softly as Bradley headed for the door. “I understand completely.”

“Well I don’t,” Bradley said, and headed out.



“Wake up.”

Captain Baxter opened his eyes warily and stared up at the ceiling. He had a crick in his back from sleeping on the couch, and his legs hurt from having been drawn up in a ball all night, in a futile attempt to get comfortable.

But of all husbands, in all the galaxy, Baxter knew he deserved to spend that night sleeping on the couch.

Browning had stayed with Steffie, had tucked her back into her crib, and had fallen asleep on the bed, in what had been Peterman and Baxter’s room.

Richards had retired to the other room to sleep, and Baxter thought it best not to disturb him. He knew he was in no shape to speak with Baxter, so he let him be.

Everything was out in the open now. Peterman and Richards had overheard Browning and Baxter in the other room discussing their feelings for one another. The baby monitor, which Browning had turned to another channel instead of turned off, transmitted everything.

Now, Baxter thought, as light streamed in through the window near the couch and caused him to squint his eyes, it was time to deal with the consequences of those actions.

Chris Richards stared down at him, a blank look on his face. “Are you up?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, leaning up. “Look, Chris…”

“You’re going to be late for work,” Richards said, and walked over to the desk near the window.

“Shouldn’t we talk?”

“I have work to do. The neutrino emission chamber was broken yesterday. The casing’s cracked. I’m going to try to fix it, but chances are that it’s nothing more than a paperweight now.”

“Then we need another plan.”

“There’ll be time enough for that,” Richards said, totally intent on the metal cylinder and his soldering iron. “I don’t think we have anything to talk about right now.”

Baxter glanced at his closed bedroom door. “Janice…”

“In there sleeping. So is Stephanie. I wouldn’t disturb them.”

“No,” Baxter said, heading for the shower. “I would hate to do that.”



After twenty minutes in the shower, just leaning against the tile and letting the hot water pound him, Baxter dried off, got dressed, and wordlessly slipped out of the apartment. Richards hadn’t even told him goodbye.

Baxter couldn’t blame him. He wouldn’t know what to say either, were their places reversed. Richards and Browning had a rocky relationship. They’d been lovers, they’d been engaged, they’d been friends. They’d been on and off. But one thing was for sure, Chris loved her, and Baxter, his supposed best friend, had just divulged that he had feelings for her. It made Baxter feel about an inch tall.

He shrugged through his workday, thankful there were no events planned that day. He just sat behind his desk at the student center, handing out course schedules, prophylactics, and candy, to anyone who happened by.

After his six-hour shift, he quietly gathered his coat and put it on, and walked out onto the campus plaza.

The sun was already starting to go down. Typical of a winter day on Earth.

Baxter shuffled down the street toward his apartment, not particularly eager to return. He thought about Peterman–where she might be, what she might be doing. He wanted nothing more than to go to her, but then he knew what her last words to him were:

“If you want to save this marriage, you won’t follow me.”

So he didn’t. It went against every fiber in his being, but he didn’t follow her.

He passed the gas station on the corner of St. Paul Street and Mount Royal, where he’d last seen her. He wondered where she was. What she was doing. Where could she have gone?

“Andy!” Browning called out from the window of their brownstone apartment building just down the street. “Get up here. Kelly’s on the phone!”

“WHAT?” Baxter shouted back, and broke into a run toward his building.

“She’s on the phone!” Browning called down from the window. “She wants to talk to you! She sure as heck doesn’t want to talk to me.”

Baxter sighed heavily as he jogged up the stairs toward his apartment. Partly from being out of shape, but mostly because he felt like, wherever she was, Kelly had come to her senses, and was ready to talk this out. Because that’s what they really need to do. They needed to be together to try to make their marriage work.

He was in the door in moments, grabbing the cordless phone from Browning. He didn’t understand why there were phones with cords in this century, if someone had already come up with the technology to make phones without cords.

“Kelly?” he asked breathlessly.

“Hello Andy. I wanted to let you know where I am,” Peterman said. “How’s Steffie?”

“Steffie’s fine. Where are you?”

“I’m on the road.”

Baxter paced the apartment. “On the road? With who? You can’t very well be driving yourself!”

“I don’t have a lot of time. Irma will be out of the bathroom soon, and I’m supposed to be getting her some malomars from the convenience store counter.”

Baxter had to sit down. He leaned down on the arm of their ratty couch. “IRMA?”

“It would take too long to explain. But Irma and me and the Dave Conway and Andy Baxter of this time are headed west, toward New Mexico.”

“And what the hell for?”

“I don’t know. But I think Irma’s up to something. She talks to herself, Andy. She’s not all…there.”

“She could be talking to herself, or conversing with the Critics!” Baxter said. “Damn it, Kelly, how could you let yourself get mixed in with something like this!”

“Because if Irma’s trying to destroy the timeline again, I want to be there to help!”

“You should have called us!”

“I just did!”

“You should have called us sooner!” Baxter stood up again and paced the apartment, as Browning looked on worriedly.

“Look, Andy, be glad I called you at all. This is just a courtesy. I wanted to let you know where I am, and that I’m okay, that you don’t have to worry about me. I’ve got everything in hand.”

“Everything in hand? Irma may have turned over a new leaf the last time we met up with her, but you don’t know what she might be capable of. She’s still a dangerous woman!”

“She bought me a diet coke and a hamburger this afternoon!”

“Kelly, I want to know exactly where you are. Tell me where you are and we’ll meet you there. You can’t do this by yourself.”

“I have to do this by myself.”

Baxter’s shoulders sunk. “Why?”

“Because I can’t possibly see you, or the others, right now. Okay?”

“But…Kelly…”

“She’s here…I gotta go…”

“Kelly!”

With a click, she was gone, and Baxter threw the cordless phone down on the couch.

“Damn it!”

Browning walked up next to him, touched his shoulder. “Andy, what was that all about?”

“I don’t know, Janice, but I’m damned well going to find out.” Baxter fell onto the couch, rubbing his temples.

Browning reached down and began to rub Baxter’s shoulders. “I can’t imagine how hard this is, Andy. I’m so sorry…”

Baxter looked up at Browning with a small smile. “You’re not helping.”

“Oh,” Browning said, looking down at her hands. “Right.” She walked around the couch and sat down on the opposite end. “What did she say?”

“She’s off with Irma, and present-day Andy and Dave. They’re on some kind of freaking vacation.”

“Did she say where she was going?”

“Heading west.”

“That could be anywhere. Ohio, Iowa, Maine…” Browning rubbed her chin.

Baxter leaned his head back and stared up at the ceiling. “Damn it. Damn it. I should have stopped her. I shouldn’t have let her go. I…the gas station!”

“What?” Browning asked.

“There was a banged up silver station wagon there. The same one Dave Conway drove.”

“The one he drove when we went back in time six years ago? When you and David switched minds with your ancestors?”

“Yes. That was it, I’m sure.”

“So what does that mean?”

Baxter got off the couch and headed for the door. “It means I am going down to have a talk to the gas station attendant!”



Fifteen minutes later, Baxter walked, breathless, back through the door of the apartment. Browning was trying to be engrossed in that “television” thing, but it appeared to Baxter she wasn’t really paying much attention.

When he walked up to the couch, he glanced at the TV and frowned. “Why are all those people crying?”

“Soap Opera,” Browning said. “During the daytime, the majority of television is filled with people who are either crying or having sex. Yet none of it is nearly as satisfying as Days of Honor.”

“Shame,” Baxter said.

Browning turned around, leaned forward on her arms. “So what did you find out?”

“Irma does make an impression. The guy remembered a large woman in polyester, all right. Said she grabbed a map of the country, and was particularly interested in an interstate called seventy.”

“Oooh,” Browning said. “We drove near there when we went to Norfolk, I think. I remember how to get there. Something about a belt…Ooohh…a beltway! We need to get on a beltway!”

“I got one of those maps,” Baxter said, flipping the narrow, folded square of paper at Browning. “Let’s see if we can’t figure out where Interstate Seventy leads.”

“We still need to narrow it down a little more than that.”

“Maybe you should visit Andy’s office,” Browning suggested.

“What office?” Baxter asked, head cocked.

“Oh,” Browning said sheepishly. “Um…Kelly didn’t tell you?”

“Tell me what?”

“Andy works here now.”

“At Baltimore University! Oh, for crap’s sake. That’s probably why I keep getting strange looks from the staff.”

“One of the reasons, anyway,” Browning said. “Kelly told me. He works in some office called ’Admissions.”

Baxter snapped his fingers. “I know where that is! It’s across the street from my building!”

“Maybe if you ask the people in the office, they can tell you where he was headed. I’m sure he left some kind of information with them when he left.”

“We can only hope,” Baxter said, and grabbed his jacket off the hook on the wall. “I’ll do that, you check out the map.” Baxter was halfway to the door when he stopped in his tracks, turned around. “Janice…where’s Chris?”

Browning sighed. “He went to ‘get some air’ a couple hours ago. I don’t know where he is.”

“You don’t think he set off on a road trip with present-day Janice and Megan Hartley, do you?”

“I doubt it,” Browning said. “I think he’s just…mad.”

“He has a right to be,” Baxter said. “Give him space. That’s what he needs right now. And keep working on a way to track down Kelly.”



“Ever been skiing?” Nicholas Bridges, or, as he liked to be called, “just Nick,” asked, leaning back in the chair in the simple pueblo living room. His boxers were loose, and the brown robe did little to cover up the unmentionables underneath. Bradley Dillon was forced to wonder if this guy would ever get fully dressed for the day.

“No, I can’t say I have,” Present-day Bradley said, seated on the couch by Future Bradley. Both Bradleys sat stiffly, waiting for Leximas to bring out tea and snacks. It all seemed so forced, so civil. It all tested Future Bradley’s patience. He wanted answers from Leximas to so many questions. He wanted to get her alone. He wanted “just Nick” to be gone.

“How about you?” Nick asked with a scruffy smile.

“I have, at some of the finest slopes in the galax…” Bradley thought better of that. “In the world.”

“Well, I just go to the bunny slopes. Real low-key, you know,” Nick said, pulling a comb out of his robe pocket and running it through his hair. “How about mushrooms. Have you ever tried to grow mushrooms? Man, what a challenge.”

“You’re an interesting guy,” Past Bradley said. He looked at his descendant. “And even though I think this is a lovely place, I think Frederick…” He darted an odd glance at Bradley. “And I should be on our way.”

“You go ahead,” Bradley said, as Lexi emerged from the kitchen with a tray, complete with teapot and pastries.

“We bake our own bread products,” Nick said helpfully as Lexi quietly sat the tray down and dispersed cups and napkins to Nick, Bradley, and Bradley. “All natural, low-carb, and made with grain we grow ourselves in the commune’s hydroponic garden.”

“So it’s a commune, not a retreat?”

“The Retreat for Careful Reflection goes by many names,” Leximas said, pouring tea for Bradley, Bradley and Nick, then sitting down in the chair by Nick with her own cup of tea. “But it is, first and foremost, a place for quiet meditation.”

“And for finding an awesome chick you didn’t even know you were looking for,” Nick said, smiling broadly at Lexi as he sipped his tea.

Bradley stared over his steamy teacup at the pair of them, feeling as if he was about to be sick. “Chick. How special,” he muttered. “I often find the search to be as rewarding as the findings, you know.”

“What do you mean ‘you go ahead’?” Past Bradley asked, blinking. It had obviously taken a few moments for that comment to sink in. “You’re staying here?”

“For a while longer,” Bradley said. “I have some business to finish here.”

“You can stay as long as you like,” Nick said. “We have a cot in the sunroom.”

“I look forward to it,” Bradley said, sparing an uneasy glance at Leximas.

“Why are you staying?” Past Bradley asked, looking at his counterpart. “Isn’t the answer to your question obvious? Lexi is fine…she’s happy…she’s married. What more do you need to know?”

“A great deal more, actually,” Bradley said. “But I do think it’s best that you return to Baltimore.” He reached in his pockets, removed several bills, and handed them to Past Bradley, along with the keys to the Lexus. “This should provide you with a flight out, as well as a little extra for all your trouble. I’ll find my own way back.”

Past Bradley’s eyes went wide. “I don’t want money. This isn’t about money.”

“Then what is it about?” Bradley asked him.

“I…” Past Bradley looked at Lexi. “I guess I don’t know anymore.”

Lexi sat her tea down, stood, and walked over to Past Bradley. She gently touched his face. “You are a good man, Bradley Dillon. Your path is going to be brilliant and full. Your heart is expansive and deep. You will know true happiness. But you must go now.”

“I…” Past Bradley said, standing. “I don’t know what to…”

“I enjoyed the time we spent together. You mean much to me. And I wish you the happiest of travels.” She leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek.

Past Bradley looked around at Lexi, Nick, and Future Bradley, backing toward the door. “I don’t understand any of this,” he said softly.

“Do not try. Simply be yourself. Live your life. That is the most fulfilling course,” Lexi called after him.

“Yeah, right,” Past Bradley said, giving one more glance around the room, then heading out the door.



Baxter crept sheepishly into the Admissions office at Baltimore University. The receptionist at the front desk seemed awfully busy talking on the phone, in some animated discussion about “that stupid guy I’m seeing,” and Baxter had to clear his throat to get her attention.

“Yeah?” the youngish brunette said, pressing the phone to her shoulder.

“Is Mister, uh, Baxter in?”

“He’s not here today.”

Baxter nodded. “Okay. Any idea where he went?”

“We can’t give out that information. Nikki? You still there? YES! That’s what I told him. Don’t call my cell phone unless it’s an emergency!”

“Right,” Baxter said, trying to find a different tack. Maybe if he could talk to someone higher up, the director, he could get somewhere. He was about to pose that very question to the receptionist, when a tall, blonde woman in a black pantsuit walked by him carrying a file.

“Andy?” she exclaimed, turning. “Where have you been?”

Baxter blinked. “Where have I…:”

The woman narrowed her eyes at him. “Oh. Wait, I’m so sorry…I got you confused with someone who works here. You look just like him!”

Baxter bristled at that. He’d always liked to think he looked a little slimmer than his present-day counterpart. “I was actually looking for him,” Baxter said. “You know…I wanted to see this guy I’ve heard looks so much like me.”

The woman hugged the file to her chest. “I’m afraid he’s not here today. He had to leave on…personal business.” The receptionist glared at her, and the woman waved back in the direction of the phone. “My name’s Carol, by the way.”

Baxter limply took the woman’s hand and shook it. Time to roll out a carefully-chosen alias. He’d told the Director of Student Activities his name was Andy Baxter, but that was before he realized there was another Andy Baxter working at the University. This whole thing was giving him a headache.

He thought back to the 21st Century, and tried to think of a name that would seem incongruous and natural.

“The name’s Aikman,” Andy said, suddenly reassured and confident. “Emmitt Aikman.”

“Can I guess what team your parents followed?” Carol said with a grin. “Although that’s a peculiar last name to have…”

“You’re a Cowboys fan too?” Baxter interrupted, before Carol could muse too much.

“Eagles, actually,” Carol said. “I despise the Cowboys.”

Well, so much for that. He changed tacks. “I really need to speak with this Andy person, Carol. I think it’s imperative that we talk.” He stepped closer, lowering his voice to a whisper. “I think we may be related. You know, because I was adopted.”

Carol’s face softened. “You really do have to talk to him, don’t you? I can see it in your eyes…” She looked hesitant for a moment, then grabbed a pen off the receptionist’s desk and scribbled something on a piece of paper. She handed it to Baxter. “He called this morning to tell us he’d be leaving. Apparently he has to take care of some family business out in the midwest.”

Baxter eagerly took the piece of paper and read it. “La Cienega?”

“Does the name sound familiar?”

“No,” Baxter said, backing toward the door. “But that doesn’t matter. Thank you so much, Carol. I won’t forget this.”

“Find him, Emmitt. I know that it’s what you have to do.”

Baxter jogged out the door. “I will. Thanks again!”

“Run, Emmitt, run!” Carol called after him.

“You’re an idiot,” the receptionist muttered, looking up at Carol, who just glared back at her and walked back to her office.



Baxter ran out of the administration building and bounded down the street, dashing around traffic as he crossed Charles Street and headed back to his brownstone.

He was in such a hurry, he almost missed Chris Richards leaning against one of the buildings adjacent to their apartment building.

Baxter stopped and stared at Richards, confused. Smoke was coming out of his mouth!

“Good Lord, Chris, you are mad at me!”

Richards held up a small, smouldering, pencil-sized object. “It’s called a cigarette.” He coughed violently, then took another puff. “It’s awful. But I feel sort of better. And jittery.”

“Smells almost as bad as one of my dad’s cigars.” Baxter thought about that. “Hmm. Miniature cigar. Cigarette. I bet that’s no coincidence.”

“Yeah,” Richards said, and puffed.

“I wonder why they don’t smoke those in our time, but they still smoke cigars.”

“Because cigars won’t kill you as quickly as these do, apparently.” Richards handed the pack of “cigarettes” to Baxter. “See the warning label?”

“Holy crap, Chris! These things will kill you!” Baxter said, slapping the cigarette out of Richards’s mouth.

“Not right away,” Richards said, stooping to grab the cigarette and putting it back in his mouth. “I’m in no immediate danger.” He glared at Baxter.

“I’m guessing the same doesn’t go for me…”

“You’re not my favorite person right now, that’s for sure,” Richards said, leaning back against the building.

“Chris, look…I’m sorry. I…”

“Do you really want to have this conversation now?”

Baxter scratched his head. “I think we have to.”

“Don’t see any reason why. Way I see it, Kelly is missing, and we need to find her. The way you were running tells me you probably have a big lead. We have work to do.”

“But Chris….what I did…what happened?”

“Yeah. Changed everything.” Richards dropped the cigarette, stepped on it, then walked back to the apartment building. “Not much we can do about that right now.”

“Guess not,” Baxter said, following Richards back to the apartment.



“I’m not quite sure why I’m out here,” Bradley Dillon said, as he and Leximas (and, unfortunately, Nick) stood on a plateau, overlooking the sunny and expansive New Mexican desert.

“Shh. It is time to meditate.”

Around them, all over the plateau, a number of residents of the commune sat on blankets, legs crossed, eyes closed. It was as if they were not even there.

Leximas took Bradley’s hand and sat down, crosslegged, on her own blanket. On the other side of Lexi, Nick pushed his hair back over his ears and did likewise, the sun glinting off his sunglasses.

“Nick smells funny,” Bradley whispered to Lexi as they sat. Bradley did his best to appear comfortable wearing his suit and sitting crosslegged on some stupid woven blanket.

“It is a fragrance people of this Earth call ‘patchouli.’”

“It smells…unclean…”

“I have grown accustomed to the fragrance.”

“But that does not mean you like it.”

Lexi closed her eyes and let the sun wash over her face. “Do not attempt to separate me from my husband, Bradley. I have made up my mind. My path is set. May I suggest your explore your own path.”

Bradley gazed out at the brown, cream, and blue horizon. “So that’s why I’m here?”

“It may be one of many reasons that these events have unfolded as they have. Only you will ever truly know the answer as it applies to you.”

“I understand,” Bradley lied, and closed his eyes. He’d go along with this for now. But he’d observe Lexi, and Nick. Something didn’t sit right with him, and he wasn’t leaving this time period until he figured out what that was.



“Would you wait one minute?” Browning asked as Baxter moved to and fro in the apartment, packing what limited possessions the group had acquired into a “knapsack” he’d purchased at the University’s book store.

“No time to wait. We have to get out on Interstate Seventy. Like now.”

“And where are we planning on getting a vehicle?” Richards said.

Browning nodded. “Yeah. They took away my driving privileges after our last trip. Apparently college faculty aren’t allowed to just drive around in university vehicles at their discretion.”

“Maybe not, but I think I can pull a few strings,” Baxter said, slipping the pack over both shoulders and hoisting Steffie out of her crib.

“You think they’re going to let a student assistant take a university vehicle?” Browning asked, following Baxter toward the door, Richards grabbing the ersatz time machine he was working on and lugging it behind.

“No. But they may let an admissions counselor take one.”

“What’s an admissions counselor?” Richards asked Browning as they quickly left the apartment.

“I have no earthly idea.” Browning gave one glance over her shoulder at the place before she closed the door. She idly wondered if their visit there would have any impact on the timestream.

It sure had enough of an impact on all their lives.



Peterman leaned up in the “way back” of David Conway’s station wagon, staring at the dark road and street lights whizzing by, and the other traffic that periodically passed in the dark night of wherever they happened to be.

“Where are we?” she asked, running her fingers through her hair.

Andy, who’d been sitting in the back seat, turned back toward her and smiled gently. “Somewhere in Texas. I think around Amarillo.”

“Do you know how long it is until we get where we’re going?”

“I can’t figure, Lynne,” Andy said. “Maybe a few hours. I was never great at geography.”

“Me neither,” Peterman admitted. She’d given Andy the name “Lynne,” her middle name, betting that even if Andy did know Kelly Peterman in this timeline, that he didn’t know her middle name. “I’m reasonably sure how far we are from Alpha Centauri. But as for New Mexico…I’m a little hazy on the details.”

“Alpha Centauri?” Andy asked.

“Oh. I was just joking. You know…galactic humor.” Peterman laughed nervously. She kept slipping, forgetting this was a present-day Andy who, thanks to mindwipes, knew nothing of the 24th century. And she’d need to keep it that way if she didn’t want to risk contaminating the timeline. She inclined her head toward Irma, who was driving. “Has she said anything else?”

“Other than to herself?” Andy said, dropping to a whisper. “No. She just keeps saying ‘got to bring them together. Got to bring them together.’” He scratched his head. “You know who she’s talking about?”

“I haven’t a clue,” Peterman said.

“How do you two know each other?” Andy asked.

“I was her therapist,” Peterman said, neglecting to add that it was in an alternate universe, and she’d only heard about that after Andy…Captain Baxter…and the others had traveled there courtesy of Mirk, to a reality where the Aerostar had never gone to the Delta Quadrant, thanks to Irma’s interference. Peterman had apparently left the Aerostar after serving there briefly, and gone on to be quite successful as a counselor at Tantalus V. Irma had been taken there after sabotaging the Aerostar, and was put in Peterman’s care.

As for her real life experiences with Irma, they didn’t go much beyond the occasional run-in with her during the Explorer’s initial three years of service. The woman certainly had a superiority complex, delusions of grandeur, was just plain delusional. By all accounts she, having come of age in the 20th century, was obsessed with science fiction and all its trappings. Peterman could never quite figure why she’d been so eager to join the Critics in their attempt to retake the galaxy, other than simply being power hungry. The Critics did offer her considerable power…enough that she proved a worthy nemesis for the Explorer’s quasi- omnipotent bartender, Mirk.

But Peterman assumed it had to go deeper than that. There was a reason she’d been so easy for the Critics to manipulate, and Peterman was determined to find out why.

“What about David?” Peterman asked, pointing to the snoring man in the front passenger seat.

“He’s been sleeping since Tennessee,” Andy said. “And snoring loudly.”

“Lovely,” Peterman said. “And I take it he’s the one who convinced you to come on this little road trip?”

“Demanded was more like it. He told me it was ‘essential’ that I follow Irma’s orders. That I’m part of some kind of grand plan.”

“And you willingly went along with him?”

Andy shrugged. “My life hasn’t exactly been adventure-filled since I left college. Dave made it sound like this trip would change everything. Would give me a whole new outlook on life. I liked that idea.”

“That’s sweet,” Peterman said. Poor Andy. He was just as naive as her husband. “But aren’t you afraid they’re…not exactly stable?”

“Yeah. And maybe that’s part of it too. I think Dave’s…” Andy leaned forward. “I think he’s caught up in something. And as his best friend, I’ve got to look out for him.”

“That’s even sweeter,” Peterman said, smiling, and gently touched Andy’s face. She stared at him a long hard moment, then looked away. “I think I’m going to get a little more rest.”

Andy looked at her quizzically for a moment, then nodded. “I think I’ll do the same. I have a feeling we’re going to need it.”



“Whoo hoo! That was too easy!” Baxter said, gripping the steering wheel of the white University-issued Dodge Intrepid as he guided it down Interstate 70 at speeds he guessed approached Warp One.

“The motor pool guy did seem a little perplexed when he gave you the keys,” Browning said from her passenger seat beside Baxter.

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “But about which part, do you think? The fact that ‘Andy Baxter’ had spontaneously grown a goatee, or spontaneously aged ten extra years?”

“Probably both,” Richards said. “And telling him the aging came from drinking too much was not a great idea.”

“Hey, he gave us the keys, didn’t he?”

Richards folded his arms. “I think that had more to do with the guy not caring about his job.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Baxter conceded, as he pressed harder on the gas, speeding up and passing the car in front of him. This driving stuff was easy. And fun!

“Slow down,” Richards barked from the back. “They do limit how fast you can go on these roads, you know!”

“I’m well below one-forty,” Baxter said, glancing at the speedometer, which he’d read up on after their last trip, during which time Browning had no idea how to make heads or tails of the thing. “And that’s what Conway’s NASCAR vehicles do.”

“But that’s on a closed track. This is an open highway!”

“Oh,” Baxter said, and let up on the accelerator a little. “I see your point.” He glanced over his shoulder. “How’s Steffie holding up?”

“I just gave her a bottle of formula,” Richards said, looking down at Steffie, all strapped into the car seat they’d “borrowed” from a store called “Wal-Mart” on the way out of town. “She looks asleep.”

“Good. Any luck and she’ll sleep through this whole thing.” He glanced at Browning. “Navigation?”

“I think I have this thing upside down,” Browning said, flopping a big paper map around in front of her face, trying to find the highway they were on again. She should have circled it or something. “These maps are so darn inefficient. I can’t figure out how they determine coordinates.”

Richards leaned over Browning’s seat, drawing his finger down one of the latitude lines on the map. “Over this many, then down this many. That’s how you do it.”

Browning followed Richards’s finger to the coordinates of La Cienega, as indicated by the map. “You’re right, Chris! There it is!”

“Can you give me an idea of how far away we are?” Baxter asked, shifting in his seat as he kept his foot on the accelerator.

“Far,” Richards said. “We’re going across the continent.”

“My kingdom for a transporter,” Baxter muttered.

“No kidding.”



Bradley awoke the next morning, staring up at the ceiling of the sparse guest room in the pueblo at the La Cienega Retreat for Careful Reflection. He laughed at that name. What did it mean? He’d been there for almost 24 hours, and so far he hadn’t reflected on anything. Hadn’t had a revelation of any sort.

He was crazy. He should leave. There was really no reason to stay. Lexi had made her decision. And really, he never stood a chance. She’d made a life here. How arrogant could he have been to assume she’d give it all up to go back to the future with him?

He was a fool. That much Bradley Dillon was sure of. And maybe that was his revelation. Maybe all this craziness was simply supposed to teach him a hard lesson.

Bradley Dillon was a phenomenal businessman. He was an entrepreneur, a marketing genius, and a rich man many times over. In the world of business, he was as close to pure genius as anyone had ever come.

But in the ways of life and love, he was an utter and total failure.

Still, he had it better than many others in the galaxy, and he had a lot to be thankful for, and appreciative of.

So why did he feel like smashing something?

He glanced at the satchel at the foot of his bed, the one he’d brought with him from Baltimore. It contained his triangle-shaped time-transport device, which had brought him (and some unwanted hitchhikers from the Explorer) back in time.

Maybe it was time to return to Baltimore, find the others, and activate the device. Everyone could go home and put this whole ordeal behind them.

The Explorer people would probably never forgive him, but he couldn’t say he’d lose that much sleep over that. More importantly, everyone would be back where they belonged, and the timeline would be safe.

And, ultimately, Bradley would have some closure with Leximas. There were no lose ends out there now, and he so despised loose ends.

Bradley leaned up in bed, resolved to quit feeling sorry for himself, and swung his legs around to face the window that looked out on the road leading into the retreat. He stretched his arms and yawned, knowing now what he must do.

Damned if this trip wasn’t useful after all.

That’s when Bradley saw a beatup silver station wagon streak down the dirt road and pull up to one of the other Pueblos.

The vehicle seemed out of place, somehow. Like it didn’t belong here. Its occupants looked even more out of place. The driver got out, a big tank of a woman wearing a bright orange and yellow polyester shirt, and pea green pants.

The other doors to the station wagon opened and…

Bradley gasped.

Counselor Kelly Peterman. And two people who looked vaguely like Captain Baxter, and his former First Officer, Dave Conway.

But it wasn’t them.

“More descendants,” Bradley moaned, and hurriedly dressed, knowing whatever was afoot, it couldn’t be good.

That large woman didn’t look like she could be trusted.



“Trust me, this will go very well,” Irma said, squinting behind her sunglasses as she looked around. “Our target is around here somewhere.”

“I don’t like the sound of the word target,” Peterman muttered, stretching her arms and looking around. She’d wished she’d changed into a more flattering outfit before running out on Baxter. The jeans and blue sweater she wore were unimaginative and dull. Then again, they were also bought at a thrift store, and smelled vaguely of oatmeal, so the style of her outfit was the least of her problems.

“Nobody asked you sweet lips,” Irma mumbled at Peterman, and pointed at Dave. “Conway, let’s split up and do a building by building search. You know what you’re looking for.”

Dave squinted at Peterman, and grinned. “Yeah, I think so.”

“What are you looking for?” Andy demanded, standing protectively close to Peterman.

“You’ll see!” Conway said. “This will be awesome. Man, just like a Star Trek episode!”

“Since when have you started watching Star Trek again?” Andy called after Dave as he walked away.

“Since Irma told me it’s real!” Dave called back over his shoulder nonchalantly.

“What the f***?” Andy asked.

“What the f*** indeed,” Peterman said, covering her face. She was starting to think she was in over her head.



“I think we’re in over our heads,” Baxter said softly as the mid- morning, middle-America, mid-Missouri sun streamed through the passenger side windows of the Dodge Intrepid. Richards was driving while Browning (and Steffie) slept in the back seat.

“When did you get that wild idea?” Richards said.

“About the same time I threw up from the food at that all-night Waffle house we stopped at outside of Terra Haute.”

“I told you that you should have gotten the burger.”

“I’m a fool, Chris.”

“Don’t feel bad,” Richards muttered, staring at the road. “Janice had the corned beef hash, too.”

Baxter looked at Richards. “I wasn’t talking about that.”

“I wish you had been.”

“I never meant to have feelings for Janice, Chris. I never even realized I did, for the longest time.”

“I really don’t want to have this conversation, Andy. I’m going to end up missing my exit for Interstate Forty.”

“I want things to be okay between us.”

“You and Janice will be fine.” Richards frowned. “You’re good friends.”

“I mean US,” Baxter said, pointing between himself and Richards. “You know, my other best friend.”

“You have a funny way of showing it. Kissing my ex-girlfriend.”

“It was an impulse thing, Chris,” Baxter said, gazing out at the cars that they passed on the busy John Kilpatrick Turnpike that crossed Missouri. “I don’t know what I was doing.”

“Then why did you do it?”

“Because I didn’t know what I was doing. We were both hurting then, Chris. Kelly had just moved out on me…”

“Which I confronted her about, just before my wedding.”

Baxter gaped. “I had no idea.”

“That was ridiculous. She shouldn’t have done that to you.”

Baxter thought about it. “She had her reasons.”

“And why was Janice hurting, exactly?” Richards asked.

“Um,” Baxter said, glancing back at Browning to make sure she was still sleeping. “Mainly because she’d gone to Bradley Dillon to start some kind of romance with him, and he rebuffed her.”

“Mainly?”

“There were other reasons.”

Richards gripped the wheel. “What other reasons.”

“Are you blind?” Baxter asked. “Chris, you were getting married.”

A long pause followed, during which time Baxter wondered if Richards had gone into some kind of catatonic state. “Yeah,” Richards finally said. “You have a point there.”

“Did you forget you were getting married?”

“It hasn’t been foremost on my mind lately.”

“This may not be the time to discuss this, but…do you still love Susan? Are you going to marry her when we get back?”

Richards looked back at Browning. “I don’t know what I’m going to do when we get back. I don’t think any of us can afford to jump forward that far yet.”

“Good point,” Baxter said, and reached for the dial on the car stereo. “Let’s listen to some music. I could sure stand to hear some classic Clay Aiken about now.”

“You’re kidding me.”

“No. His songs are hilarious. Haven’t you heard him? He has this comedy routine where he pretends to be a singer. It’s a riot.”

Richards gave a small chuckle. “That does sound funny, actually.”

“No kidding. Let me try to find him.” He stared at the dials and lights as he punched a button and the cabin of the Intrepid was suddenly filled with loud static. He punched another button, switching the thing off before it had a chance to wake Browning. “Hey, you know how to work this thing?”

“What do I look like, an engineer?” Richards said with a grin.

Baxter glanced back at Browning. “Man, she didn’t budge.”

“She’s a heavy sleeper,” Richards said. He and Baxter exchanged glances, then stared straight ahead and didn’t speak for a couple hours after that.



“I suggest you speak to her,” Leximas said, looking out the window in the living room of her pueblo, at Counselor Kelly Peterman, as she stood outside Dave Conway’s nearby car, with a present-day Andy Baxter, looking for all the world like she was bored as hell.

“I wouldn’t even know where to begin,” Bradley said. “I dragged her and her husband, and two others, and her baby, back in time with me in my effort to find you. I abandoned them in Baltimore. I guess they enlisted the help of some natives and set out to find me.” He rubbed his chin. “I expect Captain Baxter and the others are not far behind.”

“So you should go to her. Explain yourself. Apologize for the difficulties you’ve caused.”

“Easier said than done, Leximas. I’ll be lucky if she doesn’t clobber me for my trouble.”

Lexi turned her steely still-somewhat-silvery eyes on Bradley. “Would you prefer to cower here?”

Bradley gritted his teeth. “Bradley Dillon does not cower.”

Leximas took a step back and gestured toward her door. “Then you know what to do.”



Peterman sat on the hood of Dave’s car, Andy at her side, and sighed.

“Wonder what’s taking them so long,” she said after a long silence.

“Whoever, or whatever, they’re looking for, must be hard to find,” Andy said. “It looks like there are a number of buildings here. Probably 200 or more residents. This may take a while.”

“Yeah,” Peterman said, scooting off the hood. “But what are they planning?”

Andy shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

“I don’t like being in the dark like this,” Peterman said. “And I don’t like feeling so…alone.”

“What do you mean alone?” Andy asked, staring at Peterman. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

Peterman smiled. “Yes, Andy. And you’re a tremendous asset. But right now we’ve got to find out what your friends Dave and Irma are up to before they cause serious problems for the time…”

Andy stared at her quizzically.

“For the time that they’re here.”

Andy nodded. “Agreed.”

“Say, my good woman,” a stout, well-groomed blonde man said, approaching the station wagon. “Could you spare some change for the vending machines?”

“I don’t have,” Peterman began, then did a double-take. “Bradley Dillon!”

“You are the essence of poise,” Bradley said flatly.

“Wait outside,” Peterman growled at Andy, and grabbed Bradley’s wrist, pushing him into the back seat of the station wagon.

“What’s going on, Lynne?” Andy asked as Peterman slammed the door.

Bradley looked quizzical. “Lynne?”

Peterman ignored him. “WHERE THE HELL HAVE YOU BEEN? WHY DID YOU DO THIS?” she half-screamed, leaning in his face and grabbing him by the lapels.

“If you try to remain calm, I’ll explain,” Bradley said.

Peterman blew stray strands of hair out of her face. “You’d better damn well explained. You’ve put me and mine through a whole hell of a lot for whatever little business venture you’ve concocted here, and I want to know why!”

“It’s far from a business venture,” Bradley said, as he began to tremble. “I assure you, Counselor, it’s an affair of the heart that brought me here, and brought the rest of you here as well.”

Peterman softened for a moment, stared at Bradley blankly.

“First of all, imagine, if you will, what it’s like to be without someone in your life like Captain Baxter. To be without that one person in life you love and trust beyond all others.”

Peterman nodded. “Go on…”



Irma beat steadily on the fifth door, hoping beyond hope her prayers to the Critics would be answered, and that this door would hold that which she was looking for.

A middle-aged woman with short-clipped, dark hair answered. “May I help you?”

“I’m looking for someone,” Irma said, and reached into her pocket. She withdrew a small photo, a reproduction of an image she’d downloaded on the internet. “She is supposed to be here. Perhaps you know of her?”

“Y-yes,” the woman stammered. “That’s my daughter! What do you want with her? Is she in trouble?”

“No,” Irma said, her face spreading into a broad, kind smile. “We just need to borrow her for a while.” And with that, she slammed her meaty fist into the woman’s face, dropping her like a sack of potatoes. She shoved the photo back in her pocket and hoisted the woman effortlessly into the house, stowing her temporarily in a nearby coat closet.

She stepped into the house, knowing how happy David would be to know they were so close to the completion of her mission.

She walked up to the foot of the stairs. “Kelly?” she called out, cupping her hands to her face. “Kelly Peterman? Come on down. You’re the next contestant on LOVE MATCH!”



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



NEXT:



And you thought it couldn’t get MORE complicated? Worlds collide in the past when two bitter rivals face off while a marriage and several friendships hang in the balance, not to mention the whole darn future itself!






Living in the Past, Part Five - Now or Never



What might have been and what has been

Point to one end, which is always present.



T.S. Eliot



Of all the times and places she could be, Counselor Kelly Peterman didn’t understand why she had to be holed up in a beat up chevy station wagon, in the 21st century, with Bradley Dillon pouring his heart out to her about lost love.

She was still heartbroken over the news that Captain Baxter had some kind of…feelings for her best friend, Dr. Browning, and that Browning returned those feelings.

She was still trying to come to terms with the fact that she was alone on this trip with Irma Wilson and the twenty-first century Dave Conway and Andy Baxter.

And the person who, through all of this, was entirely responsible for what had transpired, for her and her friends being drawn back in time, and (indirectly) responsible for the strain this misadventure had put on their friendship…this person was reaching out to her for sympathy. For counseling. Apparently he’d come all this way to find the love of his life, only to find her happily married and in no way interested in returning with him to the 24th century.

In any other circumstance, Peterman would have sympathized greatly with Bradley. But in light of recent events, and the fact that this whole thing was all his fault, it was all Peterman could do not to slug the guy.

“…and the worst part is,” Bradley Dillon continued. “He’s just a…a guy.”

“Would you prefer Nick was a woman?” Peterman asked distantly.

“You’re not helping,” Bradley said. “Aren’t you supposed to be a counselor?”

“To be honest, Bradley, I’m not really in any shape to counsel you right now. For starters…” She glanced out the window idly. “Hey…who’s that?”

“Who’s…” Bradley glanced over his shoulder. “Lexi!”

Leximas had walked out of the pueblo and had taken Andy by the hand, leading him back toward her house.

Andy dumbly followed, looking almost entranced.

Bradley lept out of the car, Peterman fast on his heels.

“Lexi, what are you doing?”

“We must hide him,” Lexi said simply, and led Andy into her house. “There is danger coming.”

“Danger?” Bradley asked.

“Irma,” Peterman affirmed.

“Can someone tell me what’s going on?” Bradley asked. “Because I’m lost.”

Peterman took him by the hand and dragged him toward the house. “You’re not the only one with plans and schemes. Try to keep up!”



Moments later, Irma and Dave arrived at the station wagon with Kelly Peterman in tow.

“So what do I win?” the young, tan Kelly asked, sporting long, dark hair similar to Peterman’s, but in all other respects looking like a mirror opposite. Her hair was gelled, spiky. She wore a leather jacket, fishnet stockings, nose ring, and a “Ramones” t-shirt.

“You win a huge can of shut up,” Irma said, glancing around, peering inside the wagon. “DAVID! Where did he go?”

“Hey, that wasn’t very nice,” Kelly said, pulling her hand free from Irma’s big sweaty paw. “I thought reality TV people were supposed to be professional.”

“I don’t know where they are. I told them both to stay put,” Dave said. He turned, taking in the meditation ranch in a 360-degree turn. “They’re just gone.”

“YOU FOOL! You’ve risked our entire plan!”

“You told me to go looking for HER,” Dave said, pointing at Kelly. “I can’t be in two places at once.”

“Well,” Irma said, pushing up her polyester sleeves. “They can’t have gone far.” She sniffed the air. “They’re nearby. I can smell it.”

“So what do we do?” Dave said.

“You stay here, with her,” Irma growled, pushing Kelly into Dave’s arms and stomping off toward the nearest pueblo. “I’m going to look for the others. Don’t you move!”

“We’ll be here,” Dave said helpfully, and wrapped an arm around Kelly. “Just the two of us,” he grinned, and winked at her.

Kelly glanced at Dave, wriggling a little in his grasp. “So, uh, is this going to be on Fox or NBC?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Dave said. “But you sure do smell good. Think we could get some coffee after this?”

“Where are the TV cameras?” Kelly asked, looking around.



“Up into the bedroom,” Lexi ordered with a wave on her hand, as she watched through the window, hands on hips, as Irma stalked over to a nearby pueblo.

Bradley resisted, but eventually gave in as Peterman shoved him and Andy up the stairs.

“Who was that lady?” Andy asked. “She’s beautiful…”

“She’s taken,” Bradley snapped.

“Both of you…MOVE!” Peterman shouted.

“I wonder what she’s planning,” Lexi said to herself, watching Irma talk to the resident of the pueblo next door. She shook her head. “Gods, I thought she’d been defeated.”

“This is whack,” Nick said, sipping a glass of freshly squeezed guava juice.

“It very much is whack,” Lexi said softly.

“She’s a friend of yours?”

“A mortal enemy,” Lexi corrected her.

Nick nodded and sipped his juice. “That’s deep, man. Anything I can do to help?”

Lexi watched serenely as Irma strode purposefully toward their door. “Yes,” she said. “As a matter of fact there is.”



Moments later, Nick opened the door to a fuming Irma, who shouldered right past him.

“Give them to me,” she bellowed, half belching from the pizza she’d eaten earlier.

“Whoa, man, you can’t just go barging into my place,” Nick said. “That’s really not cool.”

Irma whirled on him, staring at him with eyes of blazing fire. “I will barge where I want to. Now, if you’re hiding them, I want you to give them to me immediately, or I’ll…” Irma growled. “Sit on you.”

“SO not cool!” Nick said, as Irma sniffed the air.

“Up the stairs,” Irma said, and pounded up the staircase, Nick following cautiously behind.

“Nothing’s up there, dude! Why don’t you chill out?”

Irma walked up to the first bedroom door and kicked it open. She surveyed the room. Empty.

She walked down the hall, kicked open the second door.

Empty.

The third door. This had to be it. The smell was thick in her nostrils. This was it. She kicked, the door flew open, and…

Nothing.

The window was open, drapes blowing in the breeze.

“NOOOOOOOOooooooooo!” Irma bellowed, shaking her fists, as she lumbered over to the window. They were nowhere to be found.

“Say, lady,” Nick said. “Maybe what you need is some nice, hot green tea, so you can sit back and think things through a little bit.’

Irma turned on Nick, fuming. Slowly, her fists loosened a bit and her shoulders fel. “That actually sounds kind of nice. Can I bring my friends?”

“The more the merrier,” Nick said, and headed down to the kitchen. “I’ll fix some hummus too.”



“Are they still in there?” Bradley asked, leaning over Leximas’ shoulder as she watched from behind an outcropping of boulders on the slope of one of the nearby buttes that surrounded the facility. It had been no easy task shimmying down the drain pipe that ran along the window in Lexi’s bedroom, and his thighs were feeling chafed. But then again, at this point, the rest of him felt chafed, too.

“Yes. Nick is stalling them,” Lexi said, and turned toward Andy. “You are the key. They must not get to you.”

“Why?” Peterman asked, as Andy looked on dumbfounded. “What could they want with him?”

“What would anybody want from me?” Andy asked. “I’m just a…guy!”

“Not you too,” Bradley sighed.

“You are key in the events that will unfold in the future,” Lexi said. “Both in the next ten hours, and in the next three hundred years.”

“Cool,” Andy said. “Um, but how do you know this exactly?”

“I know many things,” Lexi said. “But at the moment, I’m uncertain as to how to proceed.”

“We have to get out of here,” Peterman said. “Put as much distance between us and Irma as possible.”

“I tend to agree,” Lexi said. “However, at the moment, we lack a vehicle.”

“I have a pile of cash,” Bradley offered. “Does that help?”

“Some things never change,” Leximas said. “But yes, that helps.”

“I still don’t get what those people want from me,” Andy said. “One of them’s my best friend, the other’s a…I don’t know what she is anymore. She’s been friends with us for years. Why would she suddenly turn on us?”

“Because of forces you cannot understand,” Lexi said softly, patting Andy’s face. “We must move quickly. The nearest bus station is three kilometers away.”

Bradley groaned. “Adding insult to injury. I just knew I’d have to ride a bus eventually.”



Right in the middle of tea, Irma’s ears perked. “Something’s changing,” she said. “She’s moving off…out of my range…”

“Who’s that?” Nick asked, leaning back in his butterfly chair and sipping tea.

“HER,” Irma growled. “That damnable woman.”

“I should really get back to my mom,” Kelly said, sitting between Irma and Dave on the couch, feeling very awkward. “Thanks for letting me play the…game…or whatever this is.”

Irma grabbed Kelly’s shoulder and shoved her down on the couch. “The game is nowhere near over.”

“I’ll start the car,” Dave said, and got up, heading quickly for the door.

“Sure you wouldn’t like some peyote first?” Nick asked, as Irma dragged a struggling Kelly out of the house.

“I don’t know what that is, but no,” Irma said.

“I wouldn’t mind some,” Kelly said, then winced. “Ow. You hurt my arm!”

“MOVE!” Irma thundered, and in an instant, the whole group was gone, filing into Dave’s car.

“Hey, not cool!” Nick said, rising from his chair and following the group out. “If I didn’t hate the police and everything they stood for, I’d call them right now!”

Irma shoved Kelly into the wagon, and turned on Nick as he stood in the doorway to the pueblo. She stared up at the sky, at the gathering clouds. “My power is rising!” she bellowed.

“Wicked,” Nick said.

Irma’s eyes turned red. “You have no idea.” She straightened her arm, palm forward, in the direction of Nick. “Be gone!” she said, and a red wave of energy shot out of her hand, slamming into Nick and knocking him back into the house. Another wave of her hand closed the door and locked it. Not that Nick would be getting up anytime soon, and not that he’d pose much of a threat to her even if he could.

The only threat to her was out there, bearing 35 degrees, and moving fast.

Irma jogged around to the driver’s side of Dave’s car and shoved him into the passenger seat as she squeezed herself in, revving the engine. “OUT OF MY WAY!” she growled.

“This is the most f***ed up TV show I’ve ever been part of,” Kelly said from the back seat. “And I’m from California.”



“She’s coming,” Lexi said, her senses alive and buzzing as she ran along the dirt road that led to the only bus stop in La Cienega.

“I’ve got to stop,” Andy said breathlessly, dropping to one knee, sweat streaming down his face.

Peterman wrapped a protective arm around him and knelt by him. “Andy, we have to keep moving.”

“Why?” he asked, looking up into her face. “What in the world did I do to deserve all this?”

“I don’t want to hear it,” Bradley grunted, trying not to show his own exhaustion.

Lexi looked at the grouping of lights in the distance as the sky darkened, warning of a mid-afternoon storm. The station was within sight now. “We must move quickly. Irma is gaining on us fast.”

“Who is this Irma?” Bradley demanded breathlessly, as the group resumed their jog toward the bus station.

“You don’t want to know,” Kelly said.



“Faster, damn it, faster,” Irma growled, stomping her foot on the accelerator of Dave’s car, sending it surging ahead as he clambered over the dirt road.

“Damn it, Irma!” Dave said, gripping the dashboard, his knuckles white. “This car wasn’t built for this. She’ll fly apart!”

“FLY HER APART THEN!” Irma shouted, and stomped harder on the accelerator, as rain began to pelt the dusty windshield.



“Quickly now,” Bradley said, gesturing Lexi, Peterman, and Andy onto the Greyhound Bus. “I bribed them for seats on the last bus heading east this afternoon. I don’t want to give them time to reconsider.”

Peterman sniffed the air and frowned as she shoved her way toward the back of the crowded bus. “This place smells funny.”

“You have a pretty mouth,” a shaggy-haired man said from a nearby seat.

“I can’t believe I used my vacation days for this,” Andy said, plopping down in the seat beside Peterman, as Bradley and Lexi squeezed into the seats behind them.

“I’m sorry Andy,” Peterman said, taking Andy’s hand and squeezing it as the bus got started. “I’m sorry you got pulled into something that isn’t your problem, again.”

“Again?”

Peterman smiled at him. “Nevermind.”

“He’ll live,” Bradley called from behind them.

Peterman turned back toward Bradley. “You, however, deserve ALL of this, mister!”

Lexi wasn’t listening. Her eyes had glazed, going silvery. She listened to the world as it breathed in and out. Felt the rumblings of the changing tides of time. She shivered. Irma was closing fast, and gaining strength.

But there were forces feeding her strength at the same time.

And all around them, lightening struck, and Lexi felt fire in her veins.



Irma cackled, her face lit menacingly in the flaring lightening that struck all around them as rain pounded down.

Ahead, about a thousand meters, through the thick rain that pelted the windshield, she saw the taillights of the bus, where she knew Lexi and the others had taken refuge.

She poured on the speed, Dave having already gone mute from fear, Kelly whining in the back seat about wanting to go home.

But Irma pressed on, gaining on the bus inch by inch.

The Critics whispered to her. Your job is almost complete, Irma. Finish it now. And victory will be yours…



“Lexi!” Bradley shouted, looking at her as her skin took on a pale, blue glow, and she stood from her seat, gliding into the aisle and resting her hands on the seats on either side of her. “What’s happening?”

“I am gaining power for the final conflict. They are guiding me now,” she said distantly.

“What the hell is happening?” Andy asked, almost blind from shock and confusion.

“The Directors!” Peterman said, snapping her fingers. “They’re intervening!”

“No…” Lexi said, her voice full of hollow tones. “I am guided by another power. The Critics succeeded in silencing the one true voice of the Directors. So a higher power had to intervene. I now speak for The Producers.”

“My God…” Peterman said softly.

“That is correct,” Lexi said, as the bus suddenly began to shake.



“Take the wheel,” Irma ordered, as the wagon pulled up behind the bus.

“I’m…I’m too scared!” Dave whined, both hands covering his face. “Don’t make me do it!”

“Very well,” Irma said, releasing her grip on the wheel. The car seemed to steer itself. She stood up, easily splitting open the roof of the wagon. As it thundered along the dirt road, she climbed out and stood on its roof.

Dave glanced up, heard the heavy thundering of Irma’s feet on the roof as the car guided itself, and then passed out from absolute fear.

Sensing a window of opportunity, Kelly lept forward into the driver’s seat, grabbing the wheel and steering the Cavalier wagon hard to the left. “I don’t know who you think you’re f***ing with, lady!” she called out into the deafening thunder, as rain poured in through the hole in the roof. “But I’m from L.A. I know how to carjack someone!”

The wagon went into a sharp spin, squealing in circles off into the night.

But Irma was already airborne.



Lexi rolled her eyes upward as a huge thud sounded on the roof of the bus. “She is on the roof,” Lexi announced.

“Get down,” Peterman snapped, pushing Andy down beneath the seat, and pointing for Bradley to do the same.

“Lexi…wait!” Bradley called out, reaching out toward Lexi as she walked toward the front of the bus.

“This will take a moment,” Lexi said simply, and walked–no, glided–toward the front of the buss. She grabbed the door handle and yanked it, causing the door to whiz open and wind and rain to whip by. She effortlessly flipped herself out of the bus and onto the roof, as the bus driver looked on, speechless.

Finally regaining his composure, the burly man stomped on the brakes. But the bus wouldn’t stop. It wouldn’t even slow down.

It wasn’t long before everyone started shouting. The bus erupted into chaos.



Above, on the roof, Irma and Leximas squared off, like two ancient combatants, but wielding no weapons.

No physical weapons, at least.

They appeared not to notice or care that the bus was barreling down the bumpy road at over 60 miles an hour, and that rain, thunder, and lightening was coming down all around.

They just looked in each others’ eyes; Irma’s red, Lexi’s silver.

“I know now what you want,” Lexi said. “You will not, however, succeed.”

“And how do you know that?” Irma demanded.

“Because I know a great many things. I speak now for the Producers.”

“Oh, well how special,” Irma said. “So you think you’ll stop us from rewriting time?”

“It’s been done before, apparently,” Leximas said. “Twice now, is it?”

“Something like that,” Irma said. “Although, around these parts, we have a saying. Third time’s a charm.”

“Empty words,” Lexi said, stretching her arms out wide, as lightening licked her hands. “Now let us finish this!”

“Thought you’d never ask!” Irma shouted, and ran toward Lexi.



“I’m sick of today’s number one dance hits,” Captain Baxter said, punching a control on the radio as the Intrepid sped into the dusky night. “Let’s see if we can get a weather report. Looks like it’s storming up ahead.”

“Yeah,” Browning said groggily, from the back seat, just having stirred awake. “Any idea how far away we are?”

“An hour or two, I think,” Richards said softly as Baxter adjusted the radio.

Static blared over the speakers for a few moments, and then:

“….ports coming in now about a massive bus accident several miles East of La Cienega, New Mexico. Several were injured when the bus rolled over during tonight’s massive storm, which came on with little to no warning and is giving central New Mexico a real beating.

“Although there are no casualties listed yet, several passengers on the bus have been reported as missing.”

“Poor bus riders,” Browning said.

“Spokespersons for the bus line still have no comment as to the cause of the accidents, although several eyewitnesses have reported some kind of altercation having taken place on the roof of the bus.

“The combatants have been described as a large woman wearing polyester and thick glasses, and a slender, silver-eyed woman with slightly pointed ears.

“New Mexico State Police would not confirm nor deny those rumors, but ask that anyone with more information about the crash call them immediately.”

Baxter, Browning, and Richards stared at the radio a moment, dumbfounded.

“Irma,” Richards said.

“And some lady with silver eyes…” Browning said.

Baxter snapped his fingers. “Leximas!”

“Bless you,” Richards said.

“No. Leximas. Bradley Dillon came here to find Leximas. She’s tied up in this, I know it.”

“And she is…” Richards said.

Browning leaned forward, between Baxter and Richards. “Yes! Now I remember. She’s that being that helped Mirk fight off Irma when she came to the ship trying to destroy him.”

“And she saved the Explorer from blowing up when it was a cruise ship.”

“Again, thanks to Irma,” Richards said, slowly putting the pieces together.

“But before she was a ‘being,’” Baxter said, “She was a humanoid. From a race the Federation knows next to nothing about. And she lived on Waystation.”

“With Bradley Dillon,” Browning said. “Of course. That was before I went there to be a chef, but I remember people talking about her. When Waystation was being renovated, her cargo pod was blown up by the Starshine Kids.”

“And is it some coincidence that she’s here, now, in the same place and time Bradley Dillon brought us back to?”

“We’re nowhere near Baltimore,” Richards pointed out.

“It’s a small planet,” Baxter said. “There has to be a connection.”

“So now the two of them are battling it out again,” Browning said. “But over what?”

“We’ve got to find that out,” Baxter said. “Go faster, Chris. My guess is, we’ll find a lot of local authorities swarming around that bus accident. And Leximas and Irma can’t be far from there.”

Richards pressed harder on the accelerator, sending the Intrepid surging along down the highway. “I hope you’re right, Andy.”

Baxter gulped. “Me too.”



Police cars, ambulances, and a fire truck surrounded the smouldering wreckage of the bus, which had fallen quite clumsily on its side at some point during the battle between Irma and Leximas.

In the mad rush to escape the wreckage, Peterman had lost track of Bradley and Andy. She hadn’t even been sure what had caused the bus to tip, but assumed it had spun out of control as the result of the battle between Irma and Leximas, neither of whom were anywhere to be found.

She sat, spent, on the side of the road, legs drawn up, holding a bandage to her bruised forehead, and sighed.

“You look like shit,” a voice said from above her.

“Look, buddy, I don’t know who you are, but…” She glanced up. It was Dave Conway, dressed in fireman’s gear, complete with the oblong hat. Her first instinct said it was present-day Dave, but it wasn’t. He was older, paunchier. He was the Dave Conway SHE knew, for better or worse.

“DAVID!” she squealed, leaping to her feet and draping her arms around Conway, hugging him tight.

Conway grunted as Peterman wrapped her arms around him. “Um…glad to see me?”

“You have no idea,” Peterman said. “This has been the most f***ed up few weeks I’ve ever had…any of us have ever had.”

“Few weeks…” Conway said, then shook his head. He looked around. “The cavalry is here, Counselor. I beamed down with Larkin and Gellar. They’re tracking the others. Right now we need to quietly slip away from this mess without drawing too much attention to ourselves. You know, disappearing into the night kind of thing.”

“Larkin…Gellar!” Peterman exalted, crying. “I thought you guys would never come.”

“Well, it took us a while to find you. Larkin worked night and day for…well, a long while. Then it was a matter of fighting with Starfleet, the temporal commission…sheesh. Anyway, let’s get moving…” He gently gestured for Peterman to follow him. “Before my shift commander notices I’m fleeing the scene.”

“You did your homework,” Peterman said with a small smile. “Look, we’ve got a lot of clean-up to do here. Bradley Dillon…”

“I figured this was all his fault,” Conway sighed. “Why did Baxter let him on the ship to begin with?”

“Because he’s the Federation President and he didn’t give us any choice.”

Suddenly there was a beep from somewhere inside Conway’s jacket. “Gellar to Conway.”

Conway reached into his jacket and withdrew his combadge. He spoke into it. “Conway here. Report.”

“No sign of Bradley Dillon or anyone else from the missing list.”

Peterman grabbed the combadge, to Conway’s chagrin, and spoke into it. “No present-day versions of Andy or Captain Conway?”

“Nope, but aren’t you a sound for sore ears, Counselor,” Gellar said. “Glad to have you back.”

“Find them! They were in the bus with me when it tipped over.”

“I scoured the bus with the tricorder. And I’m now moving across the desert. If they’re out here, they’re nowhere within a fifteen mile radius.”

“What the hell,” Conway said. “They were here a minute ago, weren’t they?”

“I don’t know,” Peterman said, leaning her head on Conway’s shoulder. “I don’t know anything anymore.” And she just cried.

Conway blanched, and patted Peterman’s back as delicately as he could. “There…there, Counselor. We’ll get all this sorted out.”

What the hell had this bunch been through?



“Almost there, almost there,” Baxter said, gripping the dashboard. “I can see the lights in the distance. There! Turn down that dirt road!”

With the swarm of sirens that was undoubtedly the bus wreck still a few miles ahead, Baxter was about to tell Richards to go even faster when he noticed a lone figure standing on the side of the road.

“Chris! Slow down!”

Richards slowed, squinting at the figure in the rain. “Andy, I appreciate the sentiment, but we don’t have time to pick up hitchhikers.”

“We do when they look like her!” Baxter said, as the car drew closer to the figure by the side of the road.

“Andy, isn’t your marriage in enough trouble?”

Richards gasped, slamming on the brakes. “I’ll be damned. Larkin!”

Dressed in a twenty-first century Emergency medtech’s black outfit, and a clear poncho slung over that, it was indeed Larkin approaching, yanking the door open, and climbing in the back seat next to Browning, squeezing in on the opposite side of Steffie’s car seat. Amazingly, she’d slept through almost the whole trip, thanks in no small part to Browning repeatedly singing a soothing song she’d picked up from one of the local radio stations, called “Hey Ya,” to her.

“Captain. Commander. Doctor,” she said calmly, looking around the interior of the car.

“Please tell me you’re not the present-day Kristen Larkin,” Baxter said with a growing smile.

“I am, inasmuch as I am from the present-day twenty-fourth century.”

“Larkin!” Richards said giddily, reaching across the front seat and throwing his arms around Larkin.

“We have much to discuss,” Larkin said. “Although at the moment, I advise you to head that way…” She pointed toward a side road that led off from the wreck. “Captain Conway and Counselor Peterman will rendez-vous with us there.”

“Conway…” Browning said, as Richards did as instructed and veered off onto the side road, which was even bumpier and less roadlike than the dirt road they’d just been on.

“And Kelly?” Baxter asked.

“Yes,” Larkin said. “All of the missing Explorer crew have now been collected, save President Dillon.”

“I’d rather not save President Dillon,” Baxter growled, cracking his knuckles.

“Conway to Larkin. Do you have them?”

Larkin reached within her poncho and tapped her combadge. “Affirmative, Captain. I’ve retrieved Captain Baxter, Doctor Browning, and Commander Richards.”

“How’s your emotion program holding up?”

“Deactivated for now, Captain.”

“Keep it that way, Commander, and get to the rendez-vous. Now!”



Peterman gasped as the white Dodge Intrepid rolled up next to her and Captain Conway, who’d staked out a place behind some rocks some meters away from the smouldering site of the bus wreckage, and all the authorities swarming about.

“It’s them, isn’t it?” she asked softly.

“Yup,” Conway said. “Is there a problem? Would you like us to hold off on the rescue for a bit while you go get a manicure or something?”

Peterman glared at him. “No. Thank you.” Her heart sunk, felt so many things at once, as she saw Baxter through the foggy windshield, in the front passenger seat of the car.

“We’re gonna need a bigger car,” Conway said, looking at the group crammed into the Intrepid. “Especially since we still have to round up Gellar, and Bradley Dillon.” He snapped his fingers. “I’ve got just the thing! I saw an unmarked car some of the police detectives pulled up in. It’s perfect. I’ll be right back!”

“I think he actually likes to drive,” Peterman muttered, as Browning stepped out of the back seat of the Intrepid.

“Kelly,” she said, eyes imploring. “Come over here and get out of the rain. Steffie’s back here. I know you want to see her…”

Peterman glanced at Browning. “Thanks.” She walked over, hunched inside the car, and leaned in on the sleeping Steffie, kissing her on the forehead.

“Counselor. It is agreeable to see you again,” Larkin said from beside Steffie.

“You, too, Larkin,” Peterman grinned. “We were starting to think we’d never hear from anyone in the twenty-fourth century.”

“There are reasons for that,” Larkin said abruptly.

“Hi Kelly,” Baxter said softly from the front seat.

“Andy,” Peterman said, brushing a finger on Steffie’s cheek.

“I…” Baxter began, but just as he did, he was blinded by a pair of headlights.

A large minivan pulled up beside them. The driver’s side window rolled down and Conway stuck his head out. “Well, come on. Don’t you recognize a getaway when you see one?”

The group quickly filed out of the Intrepid and ducked into the roomier confines of the minivan, Peterman and Baxter awkwardly seeing to Steffie’s baby seat in the rearmost of the three bench seats, Richards and Larkin taking the middle, and Browning taking the seat up front beside Conway.

“Gellar just commed,” Conway said. “He’s got readings from back west, toward a ranch of some kind a few kilometers off. There’s some abnormal energy readings.”

“Let’s go then,” Baxter said, locking eyes with Conway. “And…thanks for coming.”

Conway shrugged. “I had nothing better to do.” He looked at Steffie. “Man, she’s fat.”

“Toddlers are supposed to look like that, you idiot,” Baxter snapped.

“Perhaps we should have Stephanie beamed back to the Aerostar before we go any further,” Larkin suggested.

Baxter and Peterman looked at each other, from opposite ends of the bench seat.

“Yes,” Baxter said.

“Do it,” Peterman said.

Conway called up to the Aerostar, and Steffie was whisked away in a whirl of blue sparkles.

“Ah, transporter beams!” Richards sighed from the seat behind Conway, his arm still wrapped tightly around Larkin.

Browning was in the front seat by Conway. “We’ve been kind of technology-deprived lately,” she explained.

“Well let’s get Gellar, find Bradley, and get the hell out of here,” Conway said, pushing the minivan into drive and stomping on the gas.

“Did you see the name on the side of the van?” Richards asked Larkin.

“Indeed,” Larkin said. “Although I believe it to be merely a coincidence.”



Once Gellar squeezed into the van between Baxter and Peterman, the group sped off, back toward the La Cienega retreat.

“So,” he said, looking from Baxter to Peterman. “What was it like living in the twenty-first century for three months?”

“Three months?” Baxter asked idly, staring out the side window. “More like three weeks.”

“Oh,” Gellar said.

“Where did you get three months from?” asked Peterman.

“I don’t know,” Gellar said, fumbling with his fingers. “Miscalculation.” He looked around aimlessly. “So…what have you guys been up to?”

“Nothing,” Peterman and Baxter both said flatly.

Larkin, meanwhile, turned to face Richards, who was still giddy over being reunited with his daughter. “Father, I am relieved you have not been harmed.”

“That’s a stretch, but…” Richards said, and glanced back at Baxter. Then up at Browning. “But…I’m okay.”

“We were quite concerned for you.”

“Believe me, we were too.”

“We have…much to talk about.”

“Like what?” Richards asked, staring at Larkin.

“Now is not the right time. We will speak later.”

Browning and Conway, meanwhile, sat in silence while Conway guided the minivan down the bumpy access road toward the La Cienega retreat.

Finally, Browning broke the silence. “So I guess the Explorer’s in orbit too, huh?” Browning said. “Funny they didn’t send a team…”

“They’re not here,” Conway said simply.

“What? I would have thought…”

“Now’s not a good time to get into that,” Conway said, and looked back, exchanging glances with Larkin, who just nodded.

“Sir,” Gellar called out, looking up from his tricorder “Energy readings spiking! We’re nearing the power source, whatever it is!”

Conway pointed up ahead. “It’s that bunch of buildings up there.”

“The retreat,” Peterman said. “That’s where Bradley found Lexi.” She looked at Baxter. “This was all about finding Lexi.”

“Why?” Baxter asked.

“He’s in love with her, Andy.”

“Idiot,” Baxter said, and immediately wish she hadn’t.

“Yeah,” Peterman said.

“You wouldn’t believe who won the Soccer Match on Acadia Six last week,” Gellar added helpfully, then glanced back at his tricorder. “Energy readings still peaking, sir!”

Conway put the pedal to the floor. “I’m going as fast as this bucket can go!”

“What the hell is happening up there?” Richards asked, as two vibrant glows could be seen from the large butte behind the pueblos that made up the relaxation ranch, lighting up the rainy night.

“I’d say our last missing person is right up there, in the middle of whatever that is,” Conway said.

“Irma and Leximas are there too, I’ll bet,” Baxter said.

“But where are the present day Andy, and Dave?” Peterman wondered.

Baxter and Conway looked at each other. “Oh, hell,” Baxter said. “Not us again.”

“They’re up there too, for all we know,” Richards said.

“What the hell is Irma up to?” Conway asked.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Peterman said. “The same thing she was up to, the same thing the Critics have been up to since the very beginning. They want to make it so we never go to the Delta Quadrant. So Mirk never reaches godhood. So the balance of power between the Directors and Critics shifts fundamentally, because of the lives of us puny mortals.”

“She’s going to try to get Andy and Kelly together.”

“So that we’ll never meet,” Peterman added, looking at Baxter.

“Or else you’ll be cousins,” Conway mused. “Ewww…”

“This is no laughing matter!” Baxter snapped. “If she succeeds, she’ll erase us from time!”

“Well, by the looks of these energy readings, she’s got a hell of a lot of ammunition.”

“I’m not sure that will help,” Peterman said. “Lexi is representing a higher power.”

“What do you mean?” Baxter asked.

“Let me guess,” Conway said. “The Prosecutors?”

“Close. The Producers.”

Baxter sighed and leaned his head back, staring at the ceiling. “Not another omnipotent group. Who the hell are they?”

“I don’t think that matters. But I think it’s a good thing that they’re here,” Peterman said. “They’re all that stands between us and temporal oblivion…”

“Great, just great,” Conway said. “Temporal oblivion. AGAIN!”



She stood there, in the midst of a great orb of crackling blue, calm and serene, electricity crackling at her finger tips.

Within the orb, Bradley Dillon paced around her, incredulous. “Answer me, Lexi! Why did you bring us here? Moreover, how did you do it?”

She still wouldn’t answer. She’d been that way ever since the bus flipped over, and Bradley’s world had gone temporarily black.

When he’d come to, he was here, with 21st Century Andy Baxter, standing within that great blue orb, on that great flat plateau, which Lexi had told him had been such a source of peaceful meditation. She hadn’t been kidding. This was obviously the place she’d chosen to make her last stand.

Through the distortion, much like the haze that falls over a road on a hot day, Bradley could see a very similar red orb. At its epicenter, Irma glowered, her hands likewise outstretched (but oddly and incongruously, they were outstretched in the Vulcan peace sign). Beside her, 21st Century Dave Conway and what looked like 21st Century Kelly Peterman stood, wearing leather and fishnet. She twisted defiantly in the grasp of Dave, who had his arms draped all over her.

“Can I keep her after this?” Dave called out, grinning devilishly.

“In your dreams, bastard!” Kelly shrieked, elbowing him in the stomach.

“You seem to be missing the point of this whole deal,” Irma muttered, then refocused her concentration on Leximas.

Bradley stood by and watched the staring contest between Lexi and Irma. Fury was building in him. Why did he do this? What was it all for? He risked everything, and he couldn’t even get Leximas to talk straight with him.

“LEXI!” Bradley cried out above the growing din, sounding like a warp engine on overload. “TALK TO ME!”

Lexi turned to face him, finally recognizing his presence. Her eyes gleamed bright silver. “It should be painfully obvious to you now, Bradley, that a relationship between us will never be.”

Bradley felt staggered. Despite the circumstances, that was a hard hit. “WHY?” he demanded. “Am I not…not good enough?”

“Nothing as corporeal as that, Bradley,” Lexi said, and her expression softened for a moment. “You are simply not destined to walk my path. I have been called on, by a great power, to speak for them, and to protect your universe.”

“Universe…” Bradley’s mind, however calculating, couldn’t grasp that. “This goes beyond the four quadrants?”

“Far beyond,” Lexi shouted over the cacaphony of building energy. “And you should know that you’ve played a vital role. You led us to this point, to this deciding moment. You were required to set this process in motion.”

“I was…required.” Bradley had been on the opposite side of this scenario many times in his business career. “I’m a pawn.”

“In human terms, yes, I suppose,” Lexi said thoughtfully.

“RARRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR!”

Bradley and Lexi both turned instantly to face Irma. The woman, bull-like, charged them, taking that moment Lexi’s guard was down to rush them. Her sphere, and Dave and Kelly, moved with her, as if it were one of those transparent spheres hamsters rolled around in.

Irma’s sphere crashed into Lexi’s, and Bradley felt his feet swept out from under him.

He found himself laying, disoriented, next to Andy, who seemed to have gone nearly catatonic with fear.

“Wh-what the hell is happening?” Andy choked out, crawling toward Bradley.

“I wish I could say,” Bradley said. “Just sit tight.”

“But why is Dave acting so weird? And who’s that girl with him? She looks…damn familiar…”

“Dave is undoubtedly under the control of the Critics,” Bradley said. “As for the girl. Don’t ask…”

The blue sphere was wildly flickering, as if that last jolt had weaken it. Now Irma’s sphere was pressed up against it.

“This is awesome!” Dave Conway cried from within the red sphere. “Like American Gladiators!”

“Without the muscular men,” Irma snorted derisively, glancing at Dave. She looked back at Lexi. “Back down now, silverdust woman. The Critics’ time is now. We are ready to storm the Studio Gates. To take what’s ours!”

“NEVER!” Lexi shouted, and threw her hands out at Irma, knocking her backward, nudging her sphere in the opposite direction. “The Producers rule the universe, and you can’t change that!”

“The Broadway play?” Andy whispered. “I’ve seen it. It’s okay…but rules the universe? It wasn’t half as good as Wrath of Khan.”

“Leave the Eugenics Wars out of this,” Bradley said, fearfully looking up at Irma. He glanced then at Lexi. “You are stronger, right? If you have the power, finish her already!”

“If only it were that easy,” Lexi said, her hands facing Irma, palm- out, sending a barrage of energy that rattled the joined walls of both spheres. “The Critics have struck us at a very pivotal moment in history. They have neutralized our first line of defense, the Directors.”

“And isn’t there a second line of defense?”

“The Writers?” Lexi said, and sighed. “They’ve disappeared. Apparently, they’ve been blocked, somehow.”

Bradley grimaced. “How convenient.”

“This is the end,” Lexi said.

Bradley pulled himself to his feet and stared at Leximas. “NO! It can’t be. I know you better than that, Lexi. You’re not the giving up type. You will stop this Irma woman. You’re stronger than her, and certainly a hell of a lot classier. If you believe in this cause, and I know you do, you’ll find the strength to finish the job you started.”

Lexi smiled at Bradley, the strain lining her face. “It is sweet of you to believe in me. However, I believe I am unworthy of your faith.” She stared out at Irma, who seemed to be drawing more power than Lexi was now, her red orb glowing and vibrating, shaking the rock beneath her. “It is a shame, too. In another life, in another universe, had this not been my destiny…” She took a long hard look at Bradley. “One can never say…”

Bradley took that in, and all the meaning that came with it. “That’s all I wanted to know, Lexi.”

“Thank you for being here,” Lexi said softly, and steeled herself against Irma’s growing onslaught, preparing herself for the end.



Baxter didn’t even wait for the minivan to slow down. He was out of the van and scrambling up the shaky metal staircase that ran up the plateau while the others were still unbuckling their seatbelts and talking about tricorder readings. All but for Peterman, however, who was hot on his heels.

“Andy!” she cried out. “Wait. Wait till we know what we’re dealing with!”

“I know exactly what we’re dealing with!” Baxter called over his shoulder, breathing hard, as he reached the top of the stairs. He looked out at the center of the plateau, frozen in his tracks. One red sphere, containing Irma, Dave, and a young Kelly, was butting up against a blue sphere, containing Leximas, Bradley, and the 21st Century Andy. “Okay,” he conceded. “Maybe I don’t.”

Peterman stood next to him. “Leximas and Irma…”

“Battle to the death?” Baxter suggested, and Peterman nodded assent.

“It’s not going well for Lexi,” she said, as the others hurried up the staircase to join them. “Something’s wrong.”

“She’s weakening,” Gellar said, looking at his tricorder. He turned to Conway. “Irma’s power levels are rising exponentially.”

“That bitch,” Conway said.

“If she collapses Lexi’s sphere,” Richards said, and Browning finished his thought.

“Andy and Kelly meet.”

“And the rest is history,” Baxter finished. “We can’t let that happen.”

“I’m on it,” Conway said, and reached into his pocket, squeezing his combadge. “Conway to Aerostar.”

“Ford here. Go ahead.”

“Ready phasers and target the energy distortion in front of us. Point oh five burst for starters. Fire on my command.”

“Which distortion?” Ford responded. “There are two of them.”

“The one on the left.”

“Is that my left or your left?”

Conway gritted his teeth. “Ford, you son of a bitch, listen up…”

“Aim on the sphere containing a fat woman!” Baxter called out.

“As a matter of fact, aim for the fat woman!” Peterman chimed in. “And aim far away from the good looking young girl with the questionable fashion taste!”

“And avoid the handsome, muscular guy beside her, too!” Conway added.

Baxter narrowed his eyes at Conway.

“Just fire phasers already,” Conway muttered, and waved for everyone to stand back.

Suddenly a thick red beam lanced down from the sky like a lightening strike.

Gellar looked at his tricorder. “No effect.”

“Increase to full-power burst and fire again,” Larkin ordered.

“Firing,” Ford said, and another beam seared down, superheating the air momentarily but doing nothing to the red sphere.

“Other suggestions?” Baxter asked, looking around at the group, feeling more like a captain than he’d felt in a long time. These people were, or at least were at some point in time, his crew, after all.

“Quantum torpedoes?” Conway suggested.

“And destroy the whole plateau?” Richards asked. “Great idea. With our luck, we’d all be ashes and the damn sphere would still be sitting here.”

“No,” Baxter said. “We need another option. Something more…primitive.”

Conway looked at Baxter. “Well, if J’hana were here, she’d probably just throw herself at Irma and try to wrestle her to the ground.”

“Yes,” Baxter said. “Yes she would.”

“Readings confirmed,” Gellar said. “The spheres can only repel similar spheres. One of us would pass right though.”

Baxter began walking toward the sphere.

Peterman grabbed his arm. “ANTHONY!”

“The energy in that sphere would probably fry every synapse in your brain!” Browning called out, running up and grabbing Baxter’s other arm.

“Not if I don’t have any synapses to fry,” Baxter said, twisting away from them. “I may not have started this, but I’m damn well going to finish it.” He looked at Peterman, touching her face. “What’s my alternative? That we’re never born? Or we’re born, and live different lives, but we never meet? I’m not going to risk that.”

“Captain, your course of action is ludicrous!” Larkin called after Baxter.

“Yeah!” Conway shouted. “If we’re going to throw someone in there, let it be Larkin!”

Larkin looked at Conway. “Sir?”

“Well, you’re more durable. And, you’ve got a backup brain back on the ship.”

“Your concern for my wellbeing is touching.”

Conway shoved her toward the sphere. Baxter was already halfway there. “Don’t just stand there. Go! That’s an order!”

Larkin dashed off, but was too late.

Baxter had already broken into a run, Peterman and Browning chasing him with arms outstretched, but coming up empty handed as he dove at the sphere containing Irma.

He passed right through it, collided with the beastial woman, and knocked her off her feet.

The sphere evaporated with a soft pop.

And Baxter and Irma tumbled backward, down off the side of the plateau.

Down, down.



“ANDY!” Peterman cried out, half skidding, half tumbling, down the side of the plateau, uselessly gripping at the sides of the rockface, trying to slow her descent, watching the dust settle over Irma, who’d rolled to a stop face-down at the bottom of the plateau.

“Where the hell is he?” Browning asked, skidding to a stop behind Peterman, kicking up a cloud of dust of her own as Peterman surveyed the scene.

She saw Baxter’s sneakered foot sticking out from under Irma’s leg.

She recoiled. “He’s…under her.”

“My God…” Browning said softly. “No…”

Peterman pushed up her shirtsleeves and gripped Irma by an arm and an ankle. In school, she’d what happened when a rush of adrenaline hits persons in situations of dire need, often giving them inhuman strength. But she never really believed in that theory, or seen it in action, until now.

Peterman tossed Irma off of Baxter as if she were a rag doll.

And Browning was immediately at his side, feeling his neck for a pulse.

“His heart’s stopped!” Browning shouted, clasping her hands and pounding Baxter’s chest. “Get Conway. Now! Have him beam us both to sickbay!”

Peterman stared down, agape.

“NOW!”



“That looked like a rough fall,” Gellar said, looking down at the steep incline of the plateau. “I hope he’s okay…”

“Been there, done that,” Conway said, folding his arms. “It really looks worse than it is. I’m sure he’s…”

“DAVID!” Peterman shouted cupping her hands around her mouth, scrambling up the side of the plateau. “Call your ship! We need emergency evac! Beam him up NOW!”

“Conway to Aerostar,” Conway said. “Emergency beamout directly to Sickbay.”

“Let me guess,” Ford said over the comm. “Lock onto the fat woman.”

“And the people around her,” Conway said. “It’s the Captain.”

“You mean…?”

“Who do you think. Do it, Mister!” Moments later, Baxter, Irma, Browning and Peterman all dematerialized in whorls of blue.

“Orders, Captain?” Gellar asked, as Conway turned around to see what had become of Lexi and the others.

“Give me a minute to…”

But they were all gone. All but Bradley Dillon, sitting, crosslegged at the center of the plateau.

Conway walked up to him, knelt. Larkin and Richards stood beside him.

“He will not speak,” Larkin said. “He does not seem to be in any discomfort, but I cannot get him to speak.”

“Damn,” Conway said. “This is going to be a hell of a mark on my temporal record.”

“Suffice it to say, our problems may be far larger than that,” Larkin said.

“Where the hell did the others go?” Conway mused, looking around.

“They disappeared,” Richards said. “Just after Irma’s sphere was destroyed.” He knelt by Conway. “What about the Captain?”

“I don’t know,” Conway said. “Everyone else beamed back to the ship.”

“I recommend we beam up as well,” Larkin said. “It would be wise not to risk any further contamination of the timeline.”

“You’ve got a point,” Conway said, and took in the vast skyscape of the nighttime desert one last time. “Let’s get the hell out of here. I f***ing hate plateaus.”



U.S.S. AEROSTAR-A



Peterman was pacing outside the operating room, running fingers through her hair, when the door slid open and Dr. Browning poked her head out. She wore a red surgical smock and cap, and haggard expression. “Kelly…you’d better get in here.”

Peterman ran through the door, racing to Baxter’s bedside. She stared down at Baxter, running a hand through his hair, touching his face. She looked up at Browning, tears in her eyes.

“Janice…”

“He’ssssss not dead, if that’ssssss what you’re wondering,” Benzra blurted out.

“And they say I lack bedside manner,” Browning giggled nervously, yanking her gloves off and tossing them on the table beside her.

“He suffered extreme damage to hissss central nervoussssssss ssssssssystem, but it wasssssss all repairable. I ussssssed a radioactive isssssotope treatment. It was not unlike fricasssssee, actually.”

“I don’t know what you said,” Peterman said, kissing Baxter’s forehead. “But thank you.” She looked over at Browning. “And…thank you.”

Browning braced her hands on the bedside. “All in a day’s work. Well, actually, just a couple hours…”

Peterman laughed. She had no business laughing. She saw no reason to, given the outrageous circumstances of recent events. But she laughed anyway, loud and long, and leaned her head down on Baxter’s chest.

Her marital problems were far from over, and there would be hard work ahead, but she’d take those challenges when they came. Right now, she just felt like celebrating.



Bradley Dillon sat in his quarters on the Aerostar-A, blankly staring out the windows at the Earth in the distance, just past the huge white landscape of the moon that loomed close. The Aerostar had been, for the duration of its assignment, hiding behind the lunar body, and Bradley figured that was for the best. No use polluting the timeline with unidentified starship sightings like those Voyager fools had done.

He hadn’t spoken a word since the Aerostar crew had found him. Hadn’t wanted to. Hadn’t had any words for anybody, except of course for the one person who wasn’t there.

This was familiar territory. Leximas had visited him several times after her so-called “demise,” purporting to say goodbye. She’d done so moments before Captain Baxter had run headlong into Irma, disrupting and destroying the woman’s sphere with nothing but pure human will.

Everything after that was meaningless.

Bradley Dillon had succeeded in nearly everything he’d set out to do. So he was understandably shocked to find out that he’d more than likely be returning to the future empty-handed, after the Aerostar finished her clean-up work down on Earth.

He felt in his jacket pocket for that velvet box that was still there.

He was a fool.

“You’re no fool, Bradley Dillon,” a voice said from behind him. He knew who it was, and had actually expected he’d see her one more time. There were too many unanswered questions. And she, like him, abhorred loose ends.

“That’s debatable,” he said, without looking back at her. He couldn’t look at her. Not this time.

“Humans are known to fall in love,” Lexi said, her voice light and ethereal sounding. “Nick had fallen in love. And he was hurt too, when I told him I had to leave. Unlike most humans, he seemed to have no problem with the idea that I was going to live on another plain. He just kept muttering something about a ‘bad flashback’ as I disappeared.”

“So,” Bradley said. “Nick loses out too. That almost makes all this worth it.”

“I know you don’t really feel that way, Bradley.”

“You’re right. Nothing makes all this worth it.”

“One never knows what one may be called upon to do in this life, Bradley. I cannot ignore this call. Too much is at stake. The Producers need someone from this world to speak for them, to hold the line against the Critics until the Directors and Writers regain their strength. They need a bridge to humanity.”

“I thought that was what the bartender was for…”

“He has become part of the problem, I fear,” Lexi said distantly.

“So you’re leaving. I get that.”

“And take this as my solemn word, Bradley Dillon. We shall never set eyes on each other again.”

Bradley stood up, turned around.

“There will be no more plans, no schemes. This must be the end for us, I’m afraid,” Lexi said, and when Bradley finally looked at her, he realized she wore a beautiful white gown, and glowed a bright silver.

She stepped toward Bradley and took her in his arms, and kissed him full on the mouth, for what seemed like an eternity.

And then she was gone.



“So she just left?” Conway asked, leaning back in his chair at the conference room table, and groaned. “Well isn’t that just great! She f***s up the timeline, then doesn’t stick around to fix it. Omnipotent types. They’re all the same. Just in it for themselves.”

Bradley folded his hands atop the conference room table, and stared coldly at Conway. “She gave up her Earthly existence so that she could help save the universe.”

“And she couldn’t bother to wipe a few minds and put a few people back in their rightful places while she was at it?” Gellar asked from beside Conway.

“Perhaps she has a lengthy agenda,” Larkin suggested, from the opposite side of Conway.

“She did take care of it,” Bradley said, staring down at the table. “Everything. Every mind wiped, every person back where they belong. She did it in an instant, and without any risk of polluting the timeline further.”

“How do you know this?” Larkin asked.

“Because she told me,” Bradley said. “She didn’t have to use words. She just…left me with that knowledge.”

“You don’t mind if we confirm that, do you?” Conway asked, and nodded in the direction of Gellar, who stood up and headed out of the conference room.

“I don’t see why you’d have any reason to doubt her, Captain,” Bradley said, and stood. “Now if you’ll excuse me, this has been a very trying journey. I wish only to return to my quarters and get some much needed rest. I suggest that, in the meantime, you slingshot this ship back to the twenty-fourth century, forthwith.’

“Forthwith my ass,” Conway muttered to himself, and stood..

“What was that?”

“Nothing,” he replied, and walked with Larkin out onto the bridge.



VIRGINIA STATE MENTAL INSTITUTE SEVERELY MENTAL REALLY REALLY REALLY WHACKO WING NORFOLK, VIRGINIA



Irma Wilson looked at the familiar, padded walls and laughed. “You think this will hold me?” she screamed to nobody in particular. “Do you think the awesome power of the Critics can be kept held in this silly little cell?”

“SHUT UP IN THERE!” an orderly called, slamming his billy club up against her padded door, staring through the tiny slot. “I don’t want to have to medicate you again, lady!”

“You can’t stop me,” Irma said, almost frothing at the idea. “I’m going to take over the Universe. I’m going to be everything I want to be! And the Critics will help me. Right, darlings? Right?”

Lights flickered off throughout the ward as the time for “lights out” passed.

“Right?” Irma called into the darkness, but nobody seemed to answer.



BALTIMORE, MARYLAND



Andy Baxter leaned up in bed and yawned. He glanced over at the alarm clock by his bed and groaned. “Six-thirty. Ugh.” He rolled out of bed. Why’d he feel so tired? Him and Dave must have had quite a weekend.

He stood up, pulled on his robe, and walked out into the living room, where Dave Conway had just put on a ball cap, and finished packing his duffle bag.

He looked up. “Hey there, Andy.”

“Dave,” Andy said, and squinted out at the sun that filtered through his patio window. “Do you remember much about this weekend?”

“Same as any weekend,” Dave said. “We re-watched the Star Wars trilogy, got a massive box of fried chicken, and argued about trivia deep into the night. I believe there was drinking, too.”

“Yeah,” Andy said. “That’s what I thought.”

Dave walked over to the couch to grab his jacket, when he saw a white piece of cloth sticking out from under the couch cushion. He tugged it. The white cloth, which was patterned with polkadots, just kept coming and coming.

Finally, he’d pulled the whole thing out, and held it spread in front of him, for his and Andy’s expression. “Something you want to tell me, buddy?”

Andy scratched his head. It was a massive pair of women’s underwear, at least a foot wide.

“You’re the one who slept on the couch ‘buddy,’” Andy said.

Dave shivered. “Maybe it was from the couch’s previous owner.”

“I don’t know,” Andy said. “But whatever the case, I have the feeling we’re better off not knowing.”

“Yeah,” Dave siad.

“Would you mind throwing those in the dumpster on your way out?”

Dave balled up the undies and stuffed them under his arm. “Sheesh…the things you do for friends.”

“Have a good ride back to Salisbury,” Andy said, patting Dave on the back. “If you pass through Annapolis, tell Chris and Janice I said hello.”

“I’ll try to work that in around the toy shopping,” Dave said.

Andy laughed at that, and watched Dave walk out to his car. He turned around and looked around his apartment, meticulously neat as usual. On the bulletin board by his desk was a picture of a girl he’d talked to online, years ago. He hadn’t heard from her in a long, long time. He didn’t

know why he kept the picture, or why he’d been drawn to look at it just then.

He pulled the picture off the bulletin board and slid it in between the books in his bookcase.

Andy Baxter had always complained about how hard it was to meet women. Maybe part of his problem was that he was stuck in the past.

He’d have to do something about that.



AEROSTAR-A



Bradley stepped out of the turbolift and onto one of the residence decks, more than ready to get to bed.

As exhausted as he was, though, Bradley felt a renewed sense of vigor. Like a great weight had been lifted off his shoulders.

His long search was now over, and that in and of itself was incredibly important to him. He anticipated getting the best, most deeply restful night of sleep he’d had in some time.

As he passed an adjoining corridor, he nearly bumped into Captain Baxter.

“Captain!” he said. “I was wondering when you’d get out of Sickbay.”

Baxter stared at Bradley.

“Yes, well,” Bradley said, straightening his jacket. “I am glad you are all right. I understand you took a horrible spill, and…well, I am relieved that you were not more seriously injured. All in all, I would say we all got out of this crises remarkably unscathed. Leximas imparted that to me herself, just before she left us for good. Regardless, I feel it necessary to offer you my humblest…”

And Baxter hauled back and punched Bradley in the face.

The President stumbled back against the bulkhead, and slid to the floor, grasping his aching nose as Baxter walked pst him.

“Save your apologies,” Baxter said, tapping the call button on the nearby turbolift. “We’re far from even, but I’m willing to settle if you are.”

Bradley just stared at Baxter as the doors closed, remembering part of that thought Lexi had put in his mind, during that long and all-embracing kiss, just before she disappeared:

“I have restored the timeline to its previous state, Bradley. I have fixed everything I can fix.

“As for the rest…only time will tell.”



THE END.



NEXT:



When Baxter and company return to the 24th Century, there are more than a few…messes…to clean up. Are they ready to re- integrate into the future…er, present? Or will they find that they don’t know where they’re sitting “When the Music Stops”?




When the Music Stops



For those who grow up quickly. . .and those who take a while longer. . .



STARDATE 57115



“McDonald’s! I’m lovin’ it!” Captain Andy Baxter blurted out, and rolled off the couch in the Aerostar-A’s guest quarters, falling flat on his face on the floor with a loud thud.

The next sound he heard was his daughter Stephanie waking up with a squeal.

Moments later, Counselor Peterman walked out of the bedroom, wrapping her robe tight around her waist.

“Andy?” she asked, kneeling by Baxter. “Are you all right?”

“Unless you count a bruised ego,” Baxter sighed, and leaned back up on the couch. “And a bruised ass.”

“Another twenty-first century dream?” Peterman asked, sitting down on the couch beside Baxter, as Steffie’s cries died down to coos.

“How’d you know?”

“I heard you all the way in the other room. ‘McDonald’s’?”

“Yeah.” Baxter rubbed his head. “I have twenty-first century commercials in my head. What was McDonald’s, anyway? A tire manufacturer?”

“I can’t remember. All those stores sort of ran together after awhile.” She looked to the side thoughtfully. “Except Bath and Bodyworks. I really liked that place. I wish I’d brought that pear-smelling stuff back with me.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said wistfully. “That stuff did smell good.”

Peterman stiffened, then stood up. “I’d better check on Steffie.”

“No,” Baxter sighed, standing. “You go back to bed. I woke her up. I should deal with the consequences.”

“Yes,” Peterman said distantly, and walked back to the bedroom.

“Kelly…” Baxter called out to her.

She didn’t turn around. “Not right now, Andy. It’s late. And it’s too soon.”

“Right. Yeah, you’re right.” Baxter turned around and walked back into the enclosed den off to the side of the guest quarters. Captain Conway had assured him this was the best they could do in terms of accommodations. He had to remember that Prometheus-class ships were more warships than luxury liners, as the Galaxy-class were. Not as much living space.

He peered in on Steffie, who’d already fallen back asleep.

The small, rectangular viewport in her room looked out on stars streaking forward, as the Aerostar moved through space at high warp. It was a welcoming and encouraging feeling for Baxter. Stars were something he’d only seen from the ground for weeks, and it was a nice change of pace to see them from this perspective.

Weeks, Baxter thought to himself. They’d only been in the 21st century for a few weeks, and yet those weeks had now been translated into three months back here in the present.

It had taken some time for Larkin to figure out where Baxter and the others had been stashed in time, and then to get the proper clearances (which they ended up “steering around” anyway, much to Starfleet and Temporal Security’s chagrin).

The whole affair had taken close to three months. And in that time, life in the 24th century had moved forward at its usual pace, completely oblivious to the fact it was missing a few of its players.

So to add insult to injury, not only had he and his (crewmates…friends?) endured a trying three-week stint in the 21st century, but they also came back to a much-changed world.

How much changed would be more evident the next day, when they were scheduled to dock at Waystation and meet up with the U.S.S. Explorer.

Baxter became absolutely twitchy at the notion that Nell Vansen had been promoted to Captain in his absence, and had been commanding HIS ship for three months. What had she done to it? What kind of idiotic rules and regulations had she imposed on HIS crew? He wanted to get this overwith, to be back on his ship and back in command, so he could reverse whatever damage she’d done and get on with life again.

Then he could see about repairing his marriage.

He thought about Peterman, asleep in the other room. She’d suggested they sleep “apart” for a while. That it was healthy for their marriage. Of course, she’d suggested something similar before this whole time escapade, and it hurt him as much then as it did now. Then, he’d run to Janice Browning for comfort, and look where that had gotten him.

More trouble.

Somewhere on the ship, Janice Browning was sleeping too. So was Chris Richards, in separate quarters. The four of them had once been inseparable. Their friendship had evolved to be more important to Baxter than the Explorer herself. And now it was in jeopardy for the first time, and there was nothing he could do about it.

How could he sleep at a time like that?



When Captain Baxter stepped out onto the bridge of the Aerostar moments later, he was surprised to find Captain Conway in the command chair.

“Captain?” he asked, stepping down to join him and sitting in the left-hand chair beside him. “What are you doing up this late?”

“You’re surprised someone who drinks a gallon of coffee a day is an insomniac?” Conway asked, his eyes bleary, as he sipped from his steaming Starfleet mug.

“I guess I’d never thought about it.”

“Don’t strain your brain on it too much, Baxter,” Conway said wryly. “And don’t think the fact that I did six weeks in that blasted arboretum they call a rehab colony helped matters, either.”

Baxter giggled at that. “I heard you did some time in ‘the green house.’”

“Itchy Adams says hi, by the way,” Conway said. “You made a lot of friends there in one month.”

“Oh, you have to make friends, when you’re on the inside,” Baxter said. “It’s the only way to survive. You need to know someone who can treat poison ivy, or you’ll be miserable the whole time.”

Conway reached back and scratched his back. “I know what you mean.” He sighed. “And, if that weren’t the worst of it, I’m married.”

Baxter glanced down at Conway’s hand. For the first time since he’d beamed aboard two days ago, he realized Conway was indeed wearing a wedding ring.

“Dave…I had no idea….why didn’t you say something earlier?”

“I don’t like to make a fuss about it. It’s just a ring.”

“But who…” And it was instantly clear to him. “Alexa Lanham.”

“Yeah,” Conway said, smiling. “I actually found a woman to put up with me. A second time around.”

“I admit I’m surprised.”

“You’re not the only one.”

“She tried to kill you.”

“Just the once.”

Baxter looked around the bridge, not really expecting to see Lori Latham, but checking all the same. Nope, just backup officers this time of night. “Where is she, by the way?”

“Detached duty. A fact-finding expedition to Cardassia with some other science-types.”

“Nice.”

“It’s enough to keep her interested in this job. Apparently she finds the Starfleet side of things somewhat boring.”

“Who doesn’t.”

“But every now and then we find some really freakish disease, or species, or subspace anomaly, to keep her interested. Otherwise, I’m afraid she’d bolt in a heartbeat.”

“Trouble in paradise already, huh?”

Conway looked at Baxter. “You’re one to talk.”

Baxter stared at the viewscreen. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Man, the tension between you and her is thicker than Benzra’s tongue. You could cut it with…well, one of Benzra’s incisors. Much like Benzra’s tongue, actually…”

Baxter grimaced at that thought, then looked at Conway. “Is it that noticeable?”

“If I noticed it, it damn sure is. You know how little I care about people’s personal lives.”

“I’d call it disdain,” Baxter said, nodding.

“Healthy disdain, yes,” Conway said. “So…” He shifted around in his command chair. “You, uh, want to talk about it?”

“Not really,” Baxter said. “But I wouldn’t mind having a drink.”

“Now you’re talking,” Conway said, and shifted out of his chair. “I know a great bar on Deck Fourteen. It’s not owned by Guinanco.”

“Big plus. Let’s go…”



The next day, Peterman sat in Sickbay reading a padd while Dr. Browning finished examining Steffie. The whole group had physicals as soon as they’d gotten back to the ship, to screen for certain toxins and infections found in the 21st century. They were putting Steffie through an extra battery of tests, since she was so young.

Meanwhile, Peterman read the latest Federation News. She was amazed at all that had happened in the last three months. Vice President Heran Reloi, a Betazoid, who’d served as Interim President while Bradley Dillon had been in the 21st century, had just barely escaped war with the Gorn after a border skirmish that involved an exchange of fire between the Defiant and several Gorn raiders.

The Romulans, under the leadership of a human clone named Shinzon, attempted to eradicate Earth’s population with thaleron radiation. They were thwarted by the Enterprise, Shinzon and his ship were destroyed, and diplomatic relations, however tense, resumed with the new Romulan government.

The reconstruction of Cardassia was proceeding apace, but was being hindered by the acts of several groups of fringe Cardassian privateers who stood in the way of peace, having hijacked a number of Galor-class and Jem’Hadar warships that were salvaged after the Battle of Cardassia at the end of the Dominion War.

And, on top of all that, Richard Simmons had come out with a new low-carb diet and one-second abdominal exercise, and in the time Peterman had been gone, the fad had already come and gone without her even getting the chance to participate in it.

Peterman sniffed, on the verge of a sob. It wasn’t just the diet, although that was huge, seeing that she felt pudgy ever since the constant pizza that seemed to pass through that dingy 21st century apartment.

It was a lot more than that. It was Andy. And it was…

“Janice…” she said, looking up at the sound of the doors to the exam room opening up.

Browning carried Steffie out and sat down by Peterman, cradling the infant. “Good news. All the toxins have been filtered out of her system, there is no sign of malnutrition or other ill effects. I’d say she has a clean bill of health.”

“That’s a relief,” Peterman said. “I’ll take her now. She needs to get down for a nap before we reach Waystation. You know how she gets in airlocks…”

Browning nodded. “Yeah. Um, Kelly…”

Peterman stood up. “I really do have to get going.”

“I wish you wouldn’t,” Browning said. “I don’t want this to go on any longer.”

“Want what?” Peterman asked.

“This…silence stuff. It’s just not us.”

“I just have to figure some things out, Janice. I told Andy the same thing.” She looked back at Browning, at her hopeful expression. “I understand what happened wasn’t meant to hurt me. That you didn’t mean for it to happen at all. But it did happen, and it’s going to take me a while to get past it.”

“And you know you have nothing to worry about,” Browning said.

Peterman thought about that. “I wish I could say I didn’t. But in the back of my mind, I do. Maybe I always will.”

“Kelly, sit down,” Browning said, and gestured back to the bench outside the exam room. “Please.”

Peterman sighed and sat down, cradling Steffie. “What?”

“You need to know something.” Browning took a deep breath. “Back on Earth, back in time, after Andy ran through that sphere of energy, and tackled Irma, when his heart stopped…”

“Please tell me you’re going somewhere with this,” Peterman said. The last thing she wanted to do was relive that series of events.

“Well, when I was working on him…down on the planet, and then up on the ship…I realized something.”

Peterman rolled her eyes. “You’re…in love with him. Yes, I know.” It hurt just saying it.

“No! That’s just it. I realized, when I was running around Sickbay trying to save Andy’s life, I wasn’t saving my best friend, a man I was possibly in love with. I was saving your husband. Steffie’s father. I was saving him for you…” A tear ran down Browning’s cheek as she patted Steffie’s head. “And her. Your family is so much more important to me than any silly feelings I may have had. You have to know that…”

Peterman looked at Browning, and wanted desperately to tell her that everything was okay. That she was forgiven and things could go back to normal. But she just didn’t have that in her. Not now, not yet.

“I appreciate it, Janice,” Peterman said, standing. “I’ll, uh…I’ll see you around.”

“Kelly…”

“Thanks again,” Peterman said distantly, and slipped out the door.



Later that morning, Doctor Browning was sitting in the Cafe-A, the Aerostar’s premiere coffee establishment.

Leave it to Conway, Browning thought, to put a thoroughly good coffee shop on his ship. The Cafe-A was equipped with multiple espresso machines, foamy latte capability, and a range of house blends that rivaled the best coffee in the galaxy. Conway didn’t fool around when it came to his beaneries.

Browning was sipping her Ba’ku Choco Macchiato when she saw, rather felt, Commander Christopher Richards sit down opposite you.

“Hope you don’t mind. I figured this seat wasn’t taken.”

Browning looked up. “I think I can work in one more.”

“One more than Andy?”

Browning winced.

Richards stretched, yawned. “Just wanted to get that out of the way.”

“You really know how to get to a point, Christopher.”

“I want to know what the point is? What the point was, in that Andy thing. Were you serious?”

“In a way…” Browning said, glancing through the frosted windows that overlooked the Deck 19 corridor. Not quite the spectacular vista her restaurant overlooked in Ship’s Shoppes back on the Explorer.

“And what does that mean?” Richards asked, leaning forward, reaching for Browning’s hand. She pulled it away reflexively, looked at him.

“It means that I don’t know what I was thinking. I was hurting.”

“Why?”

“Do we have to go through this again?” Browning asked, putting her cup down. “It was the night before you were getting married. I was heartbroken, okay? Do you really want to hear that? Did you think it would be easy to see you pledge your life to someone, when you didn’t think I was worth the same?”

“Neither of us thought…”

“No.” Browning shook her head, giving Richards a long hard look. “None of us were ever good at thinking.”

“So you were upset about my wedding; Andy was upset because Kelly was moving out of their quarters.” He laughed wryly. “To think that I actually fought with Kelly about that. That I defended Andy, while he…while he was…”

“Don’t blame him,” Browning said. “Don’t blame any of us. It was just…silly, stupid feelings. You know something about those, don’t you?”

“Don’t turn this around on me.”

“And lower your voice,” Browning said, lowering hers. “You wanted to talk, let’s talk. I was looking for somebody, anybody to fill the void in my life, okay? I’d tried something with Doctor Leonardo. I’d tried and been rejected by Bradley Dillon. I needed someone. And Andy is my best friend. It’s only natural I’d look there, when I was looking for somewhere to run to. That’s what best friends are for.”

“But you…you made out with him.”

“It was a simple kiss.” Browning touched her lips briefly. “A short, soft, simple, meaningless kiss.”

“I didn’t realize you had a void,” Richards said distantly, thoughtfully.

“Well I have one. I’ve had one ever since…” She looked away. “Let’s not talk about this anymore.”

Richards leaned across the table. “Ever since what? Ever since us? Is that what you were going to say?”

Browning stood up. “I can’t do this. Just…let’s not talk about it anymore.”

He followed her with his eyes as she walked out of the cafe. “What is it, Janice? You want to get back together?”

“You have a wedding to get back to, remember?” Browning called over her shoulder, and walked off.



“Come,” Peterman said, putting the padd she’d been reading–more Federation news–and looking at the door to her cabin.

“Counselor,” Counselor T’ron, the Aerostar-A’s chief therapist, said. “May I come in?”

“Yes,” Peterman said, sitting up. She straightened her uniform pants a little and gestured to the seat across from her couch. “Please. Sit down.”

“I have a matter of some urgency to discuss with you,” T’ron said.

“What is it?”

His eyes began to tear up, and Peterman sighed. T’ron was never good with confrontation.

“It’s President Dillon! I think he’s beyond my help!”

“President Dillon?”

“Yes. I stopped by to see him this morning. You know, I’d heard about what all he’d been through in the past, and I felt for him. I wanted to be sure he was okay.”

“What HE’D been through?” Peterman said, and really had to laugh at that.

“Well, on top of everything, he did get punched in the face by your husband the other night. That didn’t help matters.”

“PUNCHED?” Peterman gasped. “Andy never told me that.”

“Apparently, your husband has some issues to work through as well.” T’ron shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “But that’s a matter for you to deal with as you see fit. But I think the far more urgent case here is President Dillon. I think you should talk to him. Try to reach him.”

“What, is he catatonic?”

“No. Worse.” T’ron leaned forward and grabbed Peterman’s hands. “He’s in denial!”

“You mean he won’t talk about the incident?”

“He refuses to acknowledge it ever happened. Said I’m crazy.”

“That’s strange,” Peterman said. “Although certainly suppression of traumatic events isn’t unlikely, I didn’t think President Dillon was the type.”

“Maybe there’s a way you can get through to him, Kelly. You’ve always been a brilliant therapist….”

“Yes,” Peterman affirmed. “I have.”

“I think you’ll find him on Deck Twelve.”

Peterman stood up, straightened her tunic. “Thank you, Counselor. I’ll look into the matter. I’m glad you brought it to my attention.”

T’ron saluted dramatically as Peterman walked out. “With pleasure, Counselor. Go get him! Oh, yes, and I’ll let myself out!”



“Come,” President Dillon said, looking up from his makeshift desk in the office suite on Deck Twelve. It was a lot smaller than he was used to, but for a short voyage it would have to do.

The doors opened, revealing Counselor Peterman.

“Mister President,” she said. “May I come in?”

“Certainly,” Bradley said, putting aside the padd he’d been working on. “Here to make sure my jaw is in one piece? I assure you, yesterday Doctor Benzra repaired the minimal damage your husband inflicted on me.”

“Actually, that’s not why I’m here,” Peterman said. “But for what it’s worth, I’m sorry Andy did that.”

“It’s forgotten,” Bradley said, waving a hand as if to make the problem go away magically.

Peterman inclined her head toward the padd on top of his pile of padds. “What are you working on?”

“Just writing a speech explaining my disappearance. I don’t want the people panicking, thinking their President has been on some sort of fantasy wild goose chase all this time. Even if there’s some truth to that, we can’t have the public knowing that.”

“So you admit you went back in time to find Leximas,” Peterman said slowly.

“My speech is not yet finished, Counselor. Whatever the case, you can be certain I’m not in denial about what happened.”

“That’s funny,” Peterman said. “Because Counselor T’ron told me…”

“Yes,” Bradley said with a small smirk. “I was pretending to be in denial. I found it amusing that it caused him so much consternation. Moreover, I did not feel like being counseled, and I felt that my response was the quickest way to get rid of the man. He can be…cloying.”

“I’m sure he’ll be relieved when I tell him you were just joking with him,” Peterman said. “You could have saved yourself some trouble by just telling him you were fine.”

“But then I wouldn’t have received this lovely visit from you,” Bradley said. “Now then, I’m a very busy man. Is there anything else?”

Peterman turned back toward the doorway, then looked back at Bradley, locking eyes with him. “Mister President…are you…are you really okay?”

“Yes,” Bradley said resolutely. “I’m fine.” He held her gaze for several moments, then said, “Please, excuse me while I return to my speech. I have a lot on my agenda today.”

Peterman nodded. “Of course, Mister President. Have a nice day.”

And she walked out of the office more certain than ever that there was something seriously wrong with Bradley Dillon.



Captain Baxter was roaming the corridors, pushing Steffie’s hoverstroller in front of him, nodding blankly at the officers he passed. Some he remembered from the Explorer; others were new, added since Conway had taken over the new Aerostar-A.

But he was too deep in thought to take the time to really recognize the faces. He just wanted to get back to his ship.

Baxter felt useless on the Aerostar. This wasn’t his ship, or his crew. He was just an appendage, a cog. He was no more useful here than he was during that whole time down on Earth. He might as well not even be here. In fact, disappearing felt like a very good idea.

Especially when he heard the voice of Chris Richards calling to him.

Baxter stopped, his shoulders immediately tensing. He turned to face Richards, who was jogging up the corridor to meet him.

“Andy…” he said breathlessly. “You’re a hard one to catch up to.”

“I’m pushing a stroller. It doesn’t exactly lend itself to quick transit.”

“Still…I’ve….had difficulty getting in touch with you.”

Baxter nodded. “I’ve been out of touch.”

“I think we all have.” Richards laughed nervously.

“We need to settle this, huh?” Baxter asked, looking at the floor.

“Yeah. I guess we do.”

“I love her, Chris. And I don’t want anything to get in the way of that.”

Richards looked at Baxter askance a moment. “We’re talking about Kelly now, right?”

“YES!” Baxter said, stomping his foot. “That kiss with Janice was just…”

“Silly?”

Baxter’s face fell a little. “Did she say that?”

“She also said it was meaningless.”

“Yeah. Yeah it was. I’m glad we’re in agreement on that,” Baxter said, then forced a smile. “Wouldn’t want to hurt the kid.”

“No,” Richards said. “Wouldn’t want to do that.”

“Would you feel better if you hit me?” Baxter offered. “I punched the crap out of President Dillon, and it did worlds of good for me.”

Richards looked at Baxter for a long moment. “You know, as much as I’d love to, I just don’t have it in me.”

“Pity. Well, the offer stands.”

“I’ve…”

“You’ve got a wedding to plan, don’t you?” Baxter asked. “Man, I’d almost forgot. You and Lieutenant Madera.”

“Yeah,” Richards said. “About that…”

“She’ll be glad to see you, man,” Baxter said, and clapped Richards on the shoulder. “I can’t imagine how much she’s missed you.”

“Yeah.”

“Do you know when the wedding will be? I guess you need some time to get settled in on the ship first…”

“Yeah.” Richards fumbled with his fingers.

“What?” Baxter looked in Richards’s eyes. He waved a hand in front of them. “Hello?”

Richards turned on a heel and walked off. “I’ve got some…thinking to do. I’ll talk to you later.”

Baxter watched Richards walk off. “Wow. I was expecting that to be a lot worse.”

Just then, the comm system chirped. “Captain Conway to all hands. We’ve now reached Waystation. Freeloaders, please make your way to the nearest possible airlock. We’ve loved having you, but it’s time to go now. Get back to your own cursed ship.”

Baxter stared at the ceiling and laughed. “Same old Conway. Well, I’m glad some things never change.” He pushed the hoverstroller toward the nearest turbolift. “I don’t know about you, Steffie, but I think things are looking up.”



“I’m not going back,” Peterman said softly, staring out the window of the guest cabin as Baxter stood with Steffie in his arms, behind her. “Not right now.”

“What are you going to do? Stay here?”

“No,” Peterman said, and turned back to face Baxter. “I’m going to go to Waystation.”

“And do what?”

“President Dillon needs me.”

“Oh, I think we’ve given up more than enough of our time to Dillon,” Baxter said, grinding his teeth angrily. “We’ve given up more than enough for him, period. You don’t need to feel sorry for him just because his grand scheme didn’t turn out the way he wanted it to.”

“I took an oath, Andy. When someone’s hurting the way Bradley is, I can’t just let that go. Waystation doesn’t even have a counselor right now. And I can’t convince him to go to a Starbase. And T’ron here is no help. He needs professional help, Andy.”

“You took another oath,” Baxter said, putting Steffie in her high chair and walking closer to Peterman. “You took an oath to me.”

“Don’t remind me,” she muttered.

“That’s not funny.”

Peterman turned around, facing Baxter much closer than was comfortable. “Andy, I need some time away from…”

“From me,” Baxter said flatly.

She patted his chest delicately. “I guess you could put it that way.”

“Should I go ahead and have your things transferred to Waystation?” Baxter asked. “Just how long should I expect you to be gone?”

“Long enough for me to help President Dillon.”

“But this isn’t just about President Dillon. This is about you and me, too.”

“Let me sort that out, Andy,” Peterman said. “And trust me when I tell you this is what I need.”

“Fine,” Baxter said, backing away. “Fine. Take as long as you like. I’ve never been one to stand in the way.” He picked up Steffie and carried her toward the bedroom. “If that’s what you need, then so be it.”

“Don’t be angry, Andy.”

Baxter stood at the entrance to the bedroom. “Would it help if I told you you’re the only woman I ever loved? And that whatever may have happened with Janice is nothing compared to the way I feel about you? And that I’ve never, not once, given up on this marriage?”

“It helps,” Peterman said with a small smile. “But it doesn’t change anything.”

“Are you going to say anything else?” Baxter asked.

“Like what?”

“Like that you love me to?”

“You know I do.”

“Then I guess this won’t be so bad, huh?”

“Think of it like a vacation from me.”

But I don’t need a vacation from you, was what Andy wanted to say.

“Okay,” was what he actually said.



“I’m not going back,” Richards said matter-of-factly as he walked with Browning toward the airlock that lead from the Aerostar to Waystation.

Browning stopped in her tracks, shifting her satchel on her shoulder and glaring at Richards. “WHAT? Since when?”

“Since earlier this morning. I have some leave saved up, and I’m taking it. I want to spend some time with Larkin.”

Browning nodded. “Well…I can certainly understand that. I know she’s glad to have you back.”

“She didn’t say it in so many words. But I could tell she wanted to spend some time with me.” Richards looked around awkwardly. “This is really for her more than for me.” Truth was, he hadn’t even mentioned his staying on board to her yet.

“I think it’s great,” Browning said, clapping Richards on the shoulders. “You could use some time away from the Explorer. I mean, in addition to the three weeks you’ve already been away.”

“Three months,” Richards corrected.

Browning smacked her forehead. “I keep forgetting. Whoa. What an adjustment, huh?”

“It will take some getting used to.” Richards was desperate to change the subject. “Have you spoken with Plato yet?”

“I tried to call last night,” Browning said. “The call was routed to Hartley’s quarters. Apparently he’s been living with her and Mirk.”

“That’s nice. Stable home environment.”

“Yeah,” Browning said. “He was sleeping. And I didn’t want to wake him. Anyway, I’d prefer to see him in person anyway.”

“I’m sure he feels the same,” Richards said. “He’ll be glad to see you.”

They continued on the way to the airlock, and came face to face with Baxter and Peterman, and Steffie on her hoverstroller.

“Hey guys,” Browning said softly. “You, uh, ready?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, looking at Peterman. “We’ve said our goodbyes.”

Richards reached out to shake Baxter’s hand. “Good travels, Andy.”

Baxter looked down at the hand a moment, then quickly took it and pumped it, then pulled Richards into a hug. “You too. I mean that.”

“I know,” Richards said, patting Baxter’s back. “I mean that.”

“I’m sorry,” Baxter said so quietly it was almost inaudible.

“I know that too,” Richards whispered back, pulling away. He waved at Baxter, Browning, and Peterman. “You guys take care now. I’ll be in touch.”

“You’re staying?” Peterman called as the group stepped into the turbolift. “What about your wedding?”

“Is there something you’d like me to tell Madera?” Baxter asked.

“No,” Richards said. “I’ve taken care of that.”

“He’s staying?” Peterman asked Baxter as the group stepped out of the airlock and onto a bustling Starfleet Square Mall in Waystation.

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “He’s staying. Guess he’s not ready to go back.” He looked at Peterman. “You know?”

“Yeah,” Peterman said, looking at Browning. “I know.”

Browning was still glancing back at Richards.

Baxter patted Browning’s arm. “Janice…?”

“Yeah,” Browning said, as the airlock door shut. “I’m coming.”



U.S.S. EXPLORER



Lt. Commander Megan Hartley sat in the command chair on the bridge of the Explorer and looked at the viewscreen as the massive, conjoined saucers of Waystation loomed ahead of them.

“E.T.A., Lieutenant?” Hartley asked, glancing at Madera, who manned the helm.

Madera shifted in her seat, smiling. She seemed absolutely giddy, which made Hartley’s stomach turn. “Four minutes at full impulse.”

“Waystation is contacting us with docking orders,” Lt. J’hana spoke up from tactical. “We are to report to docking arm fourteen.”

“Take us in,” Hartley said, and stood.

“Should you inform the captain?” Tilleran asked, exchanging a glance with J’hana as Madera guided the Explorer up to one of the docking arms.

“She said she didn’t care,” Hartley said, and shrugged. “But I know someone who will care.”

“Plato will be thrilled to see his mother,” J’hana said.

“But what about when she sees him?” Tilleran asked. “Does she know? I mean, have they talked?”

“Browning called when he was asleep. Said she didn’t want to wake him,” Hartley said, pivoting in the chair toward Tilleran.

“Well, did you say anything?”

“Not my place,” Hartley said. “I figure all the cards will be on the table when they meet up, right?”

“You’re in charge,” Tilleran said.

Hartley rubbed a hand down her face. “Don’t remind me. You don’t know how glad I’ll be to be rid of this first officer gig.”

“You know, there are some of us that would prefer to advance in rank, Commander,” J’hana said.

“And there are some of us that Vansen didn’t trust to be First Officer,” Hartley replied. “I can’t help it if she liked me best.”

“I for one am glad it was you,” Tilleran said. “I couldn’t stand working with that woman day to day.”

“She’s not that bad,” Hartley said. “I don’t see what the problem is.”

“That’s probably because you guys are so alike.”

Hartley glared at Tilleran. “What’s that?”

Tilleran looked back down at the science console. “Nothing.”

“Uh-huh. Somebody page Lieutenant Gage. I’m ready for someone else to take the conn.”

“Lieutenant Gage is in the Captain’s cabin,” J’hana said. “Er, Captain Vansen’s, that is.”

“Oh, I’m sure the mentor and the protoge are having all sorts of great strategic discussions. Page him and tell him to get his ass up here. I’m tired of command.” Hartley pushed off her chair and headed to the turbolift. “I’ll see you guys downstairs.”

“Does she seem agitated to you, Imzadi?” J’hana asked, once Hartley was gone.

Tilleran plucked a few controls on her console. “I didn’t notice.”



“I’m sorry Captain Beck wasn’t here to welcome you all to Waystation herself,” Yeoman Tina Jones said, leaning back against the front desk in Waystation’s Welcome Center, as Baxter, Peterman, and Browning sat huddled on the couch in the center’s lobby. Baxter aimlessly pushed Steffie’s stroller back and forth.

“I’m sure she’s a very busy woman,” Baxter muttered. “Doesn’t matter. We’re not going to be here long.” He glared at Peterman. “Well, some longer than others.”

Jones brightened, grabbing a padd off the desk. “Oh? You’re staying with us, Counselor?”

“Yes,” Peterman said. “Would I arrange quarters through you?”

“Yes indeed,” Jones said, tapping on her padd. “Let me see what I can find. Would you like to stay on the residence decks, or in Starfleet Suites?”

“Residence,” Peterman said quickly.

“Of course,” Jones said. She looked from Peterman to Baxter. “Is this a room for two, or…”

“Just one.”

“And the child…?”

Peterman stared lovingly down at Steffie, then leaned down and gave her a soft kiss on the cheek. “Nope. Just me.”

Jones nodded, sensing there was something more to this story, but returning vigilantly to her padd. “Very good. Sucksalt or non-sucksalt?”

“Non,” Peterman said emphatically.

“Excellent,” Jones said. “Just give this a few moments to process, and we’ll have a crewman show you to your quarters. Will you be checking any luggage?”

“I don’t have any.”

Baxter glanced at Peterman. “You want anything from the Explorer?”

“No,” Peterman said flatly.

On the other side of Baxter, Browning leaned toward him. “What is this all about, Andy?”

Baxter folded his arms. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

Just then, they heard the muffled crowd noise outside the welcome center go up a few decibles.

“What the…” Jones said, walking up to one of the oblong windows looking out on the mall.

Everyone glanced toward the windows.

It was Bradley Dillon, surrounded with an entourage, looking much more like Bradley Dillon, Federation President, than he had since this whole thing had began.

There was Joan Redding, Associated Worlds Network Reporter, jogging along side him, asking questions, even as security officers barricaded him from the crowds and he waved at everyone, smiling jovially.

It looked so out of place, so wrong. Baxter smouldered. He was getting a hero’s welcome. And he caused all this.

Everyone was silent a moment as Bradley moved out of sight, and the bustle of the crowds died back down to normal.

“Morales to Welcome Center,” the comm system chirped.

Jones glanced up at the ceiling. “Jones here. Go ahead.”

“The Explorer has arrived at docking port fourteen. I thought our…new arrivals would like to know.”

“Thanks, Commander.”

“Captain Baxter’s mother has been comming. She said the people on the Aerostar ignored her comm traffic. She’s demanding to speak to her son ASAP.”

“Have it routed to the Explorer,” Baxter called out.

“Right away,” Moore’s voice replied, and the channel cut off.

“That should be good,” Baxter muttered. “A chat with mom.” He stood up, pushing Steffie toward the door to the welcome center.

“I guess that’s our cue,” Browning said, and stood. She looked at Peterman. “Kelly…”

Peterman touched Browning’s arm. “Go on, Janice. I’ll be fine.”

“But…”

“We’ll talk soon,” Peterman said. “I promise. Everything will be okay.”

Browning nodded. “Sure.”

Peterman nodded back. “Go see your son, Janice. Tell everyone I said hello.”

Browning quietly stepped past Baxter and out of the welcome center.

Baxter stood there facing Peterman, Steffie cooing gently at his side. They stood there looking at each other for several long moments.

Jones looked from one to the other. “You know what?” she said. “I just remembered I have some luau decorations in the back room I absolutely have to inventory.” She quickly ducked into the back room, leaving Baxter and Peterman alone.

“You know this is what I have to do, right, Andy?” Peterman asked. “This is the best thing for our marriage.”

“Then we still do have a marriage?”

“Of course we do,” Peterman said, and Baxter could almost hear her saying “for now.” But instead, she just smiled at him. “You have a ship to get to, mister.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “My ship.”

“Take her back,” Peterman said. “I know you’ve missed her.” She sighed and stared at the ceiling, wiping the corner of her eye. “I guess I’m used to making room in your life for other women, eh?”

Baxter stepped toward Peterman, took her in her arms, and hugged her as tight as he’d ever hugged her. “There’s only you, Kelly,” he whispered in her ear. “There’s only ever been you.”

Peterman nodded, resisting the urge to grip Baxter back. She gently stepped backwards. “Thanks, Andy. See you around, okay?”

Baxter took a long look at her. “Yeah. See you around.” And he turned around and pushed Steffie’s stroller out the door.

That’s when Peterman broke down sobbing.



OOO–WEEEEEEEEE–OOOOOO!

“Captain on deck!” Lt. Howard Sefelt announced proudly, his voice slightly trembling (as he was afraid of welcome ceremonies).

Captain Baxter and Doctor Browning stepped through the airlock, Baxter tugging the hoverstroller behind him.

They were greeted by a row of officers, including Hartley, Tilleran, J’hana, Sefelt, Madera, Doctor Holly Wilcox, and Dean, and a Bajoran woman in a Starfleet Medical tunic that Baxter didn’t recognize.

“Wow,” he said, looking at the dozen or so officers lined up to greet him. “Wow, I’m speechless.”

“That would be a first, Captain,” J’hana said, nodding in Baxter’s direction.

“Holly!” Browning exclaimed, running forward to drape her arms around Holly Wilcox. “You’re back from Starfleet Medical!”

“I got recalled early, actually,” Holly said, as Browning broke the hug. “When you disappeared. It’s okay. Chief Medical Officers get called on to head up Starfleet Medical at least once every…lifetime.”

“Glad to hear it,” Browning said, not really listening, and looking around at all the smiling faces of the other gathered crew. “Gosh, it’s good to be back.” She glanced over at Hartley. “Plato..?”

“He’s in class. Down in Activity Room Four. I thought you might want to pick him up,” Hartley said.

“I hope he hasn’t been a bother,” Browning said, rushing over to Hartley and taking her hands in hers. “Thank you so much for looking after him.”

Hartley glanced down at Browning’s hands on hers and smiled politely. “It was a real…” She looked at Tilleran. “Pleasure.”

Tilleran nodded, narrowing her eyes at Hartley. “Yep. He’s a real… surprise!” Hartley elbowed Tilleran, then smiled even wider.

“Go see him!” Hartley exclaimed. “Now!”

“Catch up with you later, Janice,” Baxter called after her, as she and Holly and that Bajoran woman broke off down the corridor. Baxter looked around. “No Vansen?”

Hartley cleared her throat. “Official ship’s business. She sends her regards.”

“Trying to put off the transfer of command as long as possible, I’m sure,” Baxter said, shaking hands with Tilleran and J’hana. “I’d do the same if I were her. At any rate, it looks like the place hasn’t fallen apart in the last three months, so I guess she did a good enough job.”

“Actually, she put in quite a few new…” Hartley began, but Tilleran elbowed her.

“Well, I’m sure she’ll brief you, sir,” Hartley said. “And now I respectfully request to step down from my post as First Officer.”

“Command not to your liking?” Baxter asked as the crowd began to disperse, and Hartley, Tilleran, and J’hana walked with Baxter down the corridor.

“It was fine,” Hartley said. “But three months of it is more than enough for a lifetime. I’ll stick to being an engineer.”

“Oh, it wasn’t that bad,” J’hana said. “You had Lieutenant Gage to do most of the administrative tasks.”

“Gage?”

“Jeremy Gage,” Hartley said. “Someone Vansen brought on board. She’s…grooming him…whatever the hell that means. Nice enough guy, though.”

“Where is Counselor Peterman?” J’hana blurted.

Baxter opened his mouth, but Tilleran cut him off. “Maybe we should just let the captain get settled before we riddle him with questions.”

“I was not aware I was riddling,” J’hana said thoughtfully.

“She’s right,” Hartley said. “Go back to your quarters, Captain. We can…we can talk later.”

“Thanks,” Baxter said.

“By the way,” Hartley said. “Your mother…”

“I know. ASAP,” Baxter called out, and headed for the nearest turbolift. “My quarters still where I left them?”

“Yes!” Hartley called after him. “Everything’s…oh, f*** it, why bother,” she said once he was out of earshot.

“He will not be pleased,” J’hana said.

“That’s an understatement,” Tilleran said distantly. She’d felt much of what was in Baxter’s mind during their brief walk down the corridor. “But I believe he has bigger problems.”

“So, guys…” Madera asked, jogging to catch up with the group, Sefelt at her side. “Did you hear anything from Chris? Is he coming over later today?”

Hartley shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine, Lieutenant. I’m sure he’ll turn up.”

J’hana nodded. “It is safe to say that everything is returning to normal.”



“I’m Janice Browning,” Browning said, reaching out to shake the hand of the Bajoran woman that had joined Dean and Holly for the welcome ceremony.

“Nice to meet you,” the tall, slender woman, with flowing blonde curls and sparkling green eyes, said, shaking Browning’s hand gently.

“New medical staff?”

“Ship’s Counselor,” the woman corrected. “Ryn Trista. It’s a pleasure.”

“Yes,” Browning said. “But we already have a…”

Holly broke in. “It’s only until Peterman gets back.”

“Peter! Peter!” Dean called out, slapping Browning on the back and hugging her. “Humma Peter Browning love go bang bang!”

“Oh, same old Dean!” Browning grinned, patting Dean gently on the shoulder. “He’s as fully of life as ever.”

“Some things have changed, however,” Ryn said, as the group reached a turbolift. “How well do you deal with change, Doctor?”

Browning glanced at Ryn as if she’d grown a second head. “What?”

“Are you equipped to handle major changes?”

“Pardon me, Counselor, but I’ve just been through a very traumatic few weeks. The last thing I need is counseling.” Browning realized that didn’t come out right as soon as she’d said it. “I mean…”

“I think Counselor Ryn is just looking out for your best interests,” Holly said. “Three months have gone by here on the ship, and while I understand only three weeks have gone by for you, there have been some…rather drastic changes.”

“I really don’t care about shipwide politics, Holly. You know that. Right now, all I want to do is see my son.”

“I think that would be for the best,” Ryn said.

“Then we’re all in agreement,” Browning said. “If you all will excuse me…” And she ducked into the turbolift.

“I am available if you need to schedule an appointment,” Ryn called after her.

“Not necessary!” Browning said, as the doors closed. “Everything’s in hand!”



Baxter pushed Steffie’s stroller up to the doors to his quarters and sighed. Yellow tape covered the door in a cris-cross pattern. That J’hana. Protecting him from looters. That was sweet.

He pulled the tape down, then tapped the keycode.

“Invalid entry,” the computer replied.

“Uh-huh,” Baxter said, sighing. “Computer, unlock these doors, authorization Baxter Alpha one-one-two.”

“That authorization is not recognized,” the computer said.

“Right.” He tapped his combadge. “Baxter to bridge.”

“Bridge. Gage here.”

“Mister…uh, Gage. This is the Captain. I seem to be having trouble getting into my quarters.”

“Ahh, Captain Baxter. Nice to finally speak with you. I think it’s best we schedule a meeting at your earliest convenience to…”

“I’d love to, Mister Gage. But right now I just want to get into my quarters and get settled in again.”

“Of course.” There was a momentary pause. “Yes, it appears your authorization codes were revoked, and the keycode to your cabin was changed. Just a personnel matter.”

“Of course,” echoed Baxter.

“There. We have reinstated your codes. Try keying your entry again, sir. You’ll find…”

Baxter keyed in the code and the doors opened immediately. “Thanks, Gage. We’ll be in touch. Baxter out.”

A nice guy, but he didn’t know when to shut up, Baxter surmised. Once he had pushed Steffie’s stroller into his cabin, he called out: “Lights.”

The lights went up, and immediately Baxter was taken back in time…although, not literally this time.

The quarters were just as he’d left them that last day on the ship. He could almost smell Peterman’s perfume (“Eau Delta”).

Steffie’s plush animals were spread on the floor, his and Kelly’s rumpled off-duty clothing laid out on the bed, just as it had been that day, waiting for them to come home and change into something more comfortable.

Everything was…

“OUCH! Damn it!” Baxter’s shin slammed into a cargo container, and he nearly tripped. He steadied himself, then leaned down to face the container. “What the..?”

He read the writing on the container and groaned. “‘Baxter’s Ready Room Crap,’” he read. “Very professional, Vansen. You take over for three months and think you can just clean out my readyroom, eh? Well, if just ONE Cowboys collectible is damaged…” He fumed as he opened up the container and checked inside.

“J’hana to Baxter,” the Andorian called over the comm. She was already back on the bridge, apparently. “Your mother’s comms are getting less polite by the second.”

“Pipe her down here,” Baxter said. “I can’t put this off anymore.”

“Very well.”

Baxter went over to Steffie’s stroller and pulled out an auxillliary bottle of formula, placing it gently in her mouth. “There ya go, kiddo. We’ll get you something more substantial as soon as I’m off the comm with Gamma.”

He walked over to his desk, sat down, and activated his desktop terminal.

A perturbed-looking Lucille Baxter looked back at him.

“Mom?” he asked. “You chopped off your hair!”

Her traditional Starfleet bun had been replaced by a clipped haircut that fell neatly just below her ears.

“Is that all you have to say to me, sun?” she asked, her lip trembling. Then she leaned forward, as if she were about to reach out of the terminal and hug him. “I’ve really missed you, Booty Butt!” She quickly composed herself and leaned back. “My apologies. It has been a…stressful few months.”

“I bet,” Baxter said. “How’s Dad?”

“Fine,” she said flatly.

“I understand Dad was a big part of the rescue attempt.”

“He did lead the investigation, yes.”

“Well, I’d like to speak to him. I didn’t get a chance to see him while I was debriefing on Earth. I was told he was out of the office. Is he with you?”

“No,” Lucille said. “Listen…”

“Mom, I can’t tell you how glad I am that everything’s back to normal.”

“Your father and I are separated.”

“WHAT?” Baxter slid back in his chair, slamming his head against the wall. He rubbed his forehead, blinked. “WHAT?”

“We feel it’s best for both of us if we go our separate ways,” Lucille said, then smiled. “Actually, being separated has its advantages. You should try it, honey!”

“Funny you should say that,” Baxter muttered. “I don’t get it, Mom. Why would you and Dad separate? It doesn’t make any sense.”

“Oh, Booty Butt. You know so little about my relationship with your father.”

“That’s kind of how I’ve always liked it.”

“Well, it hasn’t been right for a while now. This was for the best.”

“So that’s it?”

“For the moment, yes.”

“And you’re fine with this?”

“As I’ve said. Now then, let’s talk about you. How are things on the Explorer?”

“I just got here, like five minutes ago.”

“Well, let me know if you need any help. The Pathfinder will be nearby for a few more days before we head off for a tour in the Gamma Quadrant.”

“Great,” Baxter said. “I’m sure I’ll be fine. Now…” He leaned forward. “WHERE is Dad?”

“Your Father has taken a leave of absence from Starfleet.”

The hits just kept coming.

“A LEAVE?”

“He has apparently gone off to find himself, whatever that means.”

“That seems to be a pattern with our project directors.”

“Yes,” Lucille said. “Might give you reason to think twice about taking over for your Father some day.”

“Who said I was going to do that?”

“Well, you can’t command the Explorer forever,” Lucille said. “But then again, I guess you already know that.”

“Of course I can,” Baxter said quickly, then realized that was ridiculous. “Wait, what do you mean I already know that?”

“Oops!” Lucille said. “I’ve said too much. You should talk to Vansen.”

“Vansen? What the hell does she have to do with this?”

“Talk to her, Andy.”

“And who’s in command of the Explorer Project now, if Dad’s on leave?”

“You really need to talk to Vansen, honey.” Lucille glanced at something off-screen. “Whoops! Look at that. There’s a Red Alert. Better go, boopsie boo! Have a great…well, whatever!”

“MOM!”

She’d left her command chair, but Baxter could still hear her off- screen talking to one of her officers. “What do you mean there isn’t a Red Alert? There is if I say there is. Now sound Red Alert! What’s the reason? I don’t need a reason. I’m the Captain! And that still counts for something around here! And close that damned channel!”



Browning jogged all the way from the turbolift to Activity Room Four, lugging her small satchel behind her.

“Wonder what he’s doing in the activity room,” Browning mused, picturing the second-graders, and the gawky Plato, playing some game of hide-and-go seek, or something. He was always so good with those kids.

She punched a control, causing the large double doors to the cargo- bay sized activity room to whizz open.

“Fighting stance. Now. Hah!” a voice Browning recognized as Chaka’kan, the Explorer’s resident Jem’Hadar called out. “That’s right. Block, block, and kick! Yes, you’ve got it! I’d love to teach you more moves, but I’m afraid that’s all the fighting that’s contained in my DNA. Cross-stitch, however, I know a great deal about…”

Browning walked up, seeing Chaka dressed in a judo gi, facing his opponent, whom she assumed was Plato. But the youngster was blocked from view by the broad chested Jem’Hadar.

Chaka turned at the sound of Browning entering.

“This is a closed sparring session, ma’am. I…” His eyes widened when he saw her. “Doctor Browning! I’m so sorry! I did not realize…”

“MOM!” a deep voice she didn’t recognize called out, and as Chaka stepped aside, Browning’s heart jumped into her throat.

“PLATO?” Browning asked, her cheeks flushed.

It was her son. The smooth face and all. But he was not the boy she’d left behind.

Plato stood opposite Browning, easily as tall as her. His gawky limbs now seemed proportional, thicker. His shoulders more square. His eyes registered much more maturity.

Plato looked like he could have easily been a sixteen year old. Her boy was a man now.

“Mom!” he exclaimed, as Browning’s eyes fluttered back in her head, and she tilted back and collapsed to the floor.

Luckily, it was a soft mat.



“Computer. Locate Commander Vansen.”

“There is no Commander Vansen aboard,” the computer said.

Damn, the computer really had it in for him today, Baxter grumbled. With Steffie safe in her swingamajig, Baxter had taken off in search of Vansen, determined to find out just what the hell was going on aboard his ship. Something was different. Something had changed. He was in the dark, and he didn’t like that one bit.

“My apologies, computer. Please locate CAPTAIN Vansen.”

“Captain Vansen is in her readyroom.”

“No, computer. Captain Vansen is in MY readyroom.”

“Please restate request.”

“F*** you, computer.”

“Please restate request.”

“I said F*** YOU!” Baxter growled, and stomped into the nearest turbolift.



Browning’s eyes fluttered open, and she was in Sickbay. Holly leaned over her, patting her head with a cool cloth.

“Doctor,” she said. “Are you all right?”

Browning leaned up on her elbows. “I…don’t know. My son. Plato, he…”

She looked up, and Plato stood there, concern plain on his more manly face. Ryn Trista stood beside him.

“Mom?”

Another wave of dizziness struck, and Browning steadied herself, and leaned up. “Plato, honey. I…I didn’t expect…”

Ryn patted Plato on the back. “We anticipated this.”

“Anticipated what?”

“Your reaction. It’s natural. Plato has gone through a substantial change since you last saw him.”

“He’s a man.”

“Actually, his physiological and emotional age is probably somewhere in the mid teens. Fifteen or sixteen,” Ryn corrected.

“The good news,” Holly said, placing a steadying hand on Browning’s shoulder. “Is that he’s a happy, healthy kid. He’s in good shape, Janice. Commander Hartley and Mister Mirk did a great job taking care of him.”

Plato stepped forward. “I…I missed you so much, Mom.”

Browning leaned toward Plato and wrapped her arms around him. “I missed you too, son. I really did. You have no idea….”

Plato patted Browning on the back and looked around helplessly.

“Spend some time together,” Ryn said. “Get used to each other again. See where that leads you.”

“Novel idea,” Browning said unsteadily, and slid off the biobed. Plato took her hand and led her toward the door.

“Should you need any assistance…” Ryn began.

“We won’t,” Browning said, as they walked out the door. “I think, first thing in the morning, I’m going to open my restaurant back up and hire Plato as a waiter. That will give us a chance to spend more time together.” She was talking to herself more than Ryn and Holly. “Yes, that will fix everything,” she added as the doors closed behind her.

“Wonder if that was a good time to tell her that Guinanco is running her restaurant now?” Holly asked Ryn.

“One revelation at a time,” Ryn said thoughtfully. “These things have to be handled delicately.”

“So far so good,” Holly whispered.



“Captain Baxter!” the man in the command chair exclaimed, standing up. Why were there a strange man in his command chair?

Baxter brushed past the awfully-young-looking, compactly-built, bald, dark-skinned man, who he assumed was Gage.

“Lieutenant Jeremy Gage. Second officer. Pleased to meet you, Captain,” Gage said from behind Baxter as he walked up to the readyroom door and punched the doorchime. He fumed at the idea that he actually had to ring the buzzer on his own door.

“I’m busy. Come back later,” Vansen’s voice called from within.

“Vansen,” Baxter called out. “It’s Baxter. I want in. Now.”

“Oh, I can see you’re going to be a baby about this…”

Moments later, the doors slid open, and Vansen stood in the doorway, arms folded. “Have a nice trip, Captain?”

“No,” Baxter said.

“I’ll go ahead and return to…” Gage pointed over his shoulder.

Baxter ignored him and pushed past Vansen into the readyroom.

And into hell.

It was Vansen’s readyroom all right. There was a photo of her parents on HIS desk. Certificates for meritorious conduct on HIS walls.

No Cowboys paraphernalia, no pictures of him and his crew, his friends, his wife. It was all erased. Like he’d never been here.

“I was just in the middle of a comm,” Vansen said. “But I guess you just can’t wait, even if I happen to be on the line with Starfleet Command…”

Baxter circled around the desk, facing the viewer and its current occupant.

His eyes widened. “Captain Woodall? I thought you retired!”

“Commodore Woodall, actually,” Woodall replied, leaning back in the seat at his desk. He looked as crusty as ever. His eyes lined with kind but assertive wrinkles. Woodall was, at best, a gentle old man with venom. At worst, he was a cantankerous crank. “They called me back and kicked me upstairs when they had a little leadership shortage over here.”

“Sorry to interrupt your comm,” Baxter said, and sat down in the chair behind the desk. “What can we do for you?”

Vansen walked up to the desk and gave a dry chuckle, then placed her palms down on it and leaned forward. “Okay, then, Captain. Playtime’s over. I need my desk back.”

“MY desk,” Baxter said, and looked at Woodall. “Now then…”

“Actually, son, she’s right,” Woodall said. “It is her desk. I’m the new head of the Explorer project, you see, and as long as I have a say in the matter, Captain Vansen is in command of the Explorer. And, truth be told, I don’t see that changing any time soon.”



THE END.



NEXT:



The adjustment period continues, as our displaced crewmembers come to terms with being back in the present, and they face a battle on two fronts. The U.S.S. Aerostar deals with some ticked-off Cardassians, Richards discovers, to his horror, what Larkin has been up to in his absence, and the Explorer faces a full-scale conflict with the Gorn, while Doctor Browning tries to make up for lost time with Plato. Parenting (and interstellar diplomacy) never seemed so tough.




Parents Just Don’t Understand



Captain’s Log, U.S.S. Explorer, Captain Nell Vansen recording,

Stardate 57116.4. We are slowly adjusting to the return of Captain Baxter and Doctor Browning. Supposedly, we’ll be getting Richards and Peterman back as well, but I for one hope the whole lot of them decides to leave the ship sooner rather than later. It’s somewhat pathetic when people hold on to things long after their time has passed, isn’t it, computer? Oh, what would you know, you’re just a computer. The point is, I’m in command, and I’ve never been happier.



“Vodka and grapefruit, neat, and keep ’em coming,” Captain Andrew Baxter said, bellying up to the bar at Mirk’s Constellation Club, as Friday night techno music thudded low and persistent in the background.

Baxter didn’t care, he just wanted to get drunk, as soon as possible.

“And none of that synthehol crap. I want the real stuff.”

Mirk, dressed in his customarily dapper Friday night attire (this time, crushed velvet) looked at Baxter askance as he served a Toronto Maple Ale to Ensign Alvarez from Stellar Physics.

“Real vodka? I don’t think I have any,” Mirk said. “But I can check the cellar. There may be a bottle of Chekov Farms left in there.”

“Good,” Baxter said, leaning forward on the bar. “And be quick about it.”

“What’s the hurry, Captain?”

“Don’t bother with fancy titles,” Baxter moaned, as Mirk stepped out from behind the bar and headed for the store room. “I’m no longer in command of the Explorer. It doesn’t matter.”

“Ah, yes. Captain Vansen does seem fairly…entrenched.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, looking in the small store room as Mirk rifled through bottles. “She’s firmly seated. And Woodall, the Explorer Project’s new director, seems like he’s content to keep Vansen in command.”

“Can a ship have two captains?”

“It happens on occasion,” Baxter said, as Mirk passed him back a dusty bottle of Chekov Farms’ ’94. “But the results are seldom pretty.”

“Can you get a new ship?” Mirk asked.

Baxter uncorked the bottle and took a long, hard drag straight from it. He stared at Mirk, blinking. “A new ship? What’s wrong with this one?”

“Besides having Vansen in command?” Mirk asked, leading Baxter back to the bar.

“You’re exactly right,” Baxter said, leaning against the bar, staring down at its backlit surface. “I have to get another ship.”

“That’s the spirit,” Mirk said. “Bounce back. Show Vansen she can’t keep you down.”

Baxter pounded his fist on the bar, causing the glass of grapefruit juice Mirk had just sat in front of him to shake. “I can’t get another ship! This is MY ship. I’m not leaving.”

“Then you’re probably going to have to be subordinate to Vansen. Megan’s gone back to Engineering, so there would seem to be a slot open.”

“Bah,” Baxter said. “I can’t report to Vansen.”

“Seems like those are your two choices.”

“Nyet,” Baxter said, and guzzled more Vodka from the bottle. “I’m going to go find my Dad. He can straighten this out.”

“He’s missing?”

“He’s gone off to find himself,” Baxter said dizzily.

“Those are all fairly substantial problems,” Mirk acknowledged. “Your wife gone, your father missing, your career in jeopardy. Yup, your life’s in disarray.”

“Thanks for summing it up so nicely for me, Mirk,” Baxter muttered.

“By the way, any more word on that whole end of the universe thing?”

“What? The pitched battle between the omnipotent Producers and the Critics? The possible end of all life as we know it? The fact that your gods, the Directors, are nowhere to be found?”

Mirk nodded.

“Nope,” Baxter said. “No more news on that front. I told Starfleet everything I knew, which pretty much consisted of getting my brain fried when I tackled Irma and burst her ‘bubble of power.’ Apparently, I stopped whatever nastiness was about to happen, or at least delayed it a good bit.”

“But the Directors are still gone,” Mirk said, sounding a little distant. “And nobody knows where they are.”

“Yup,” Baxter said. “It’s a real problem.” He belched. “I gotta go. Thanks for listening!” He turned and walked out of the bar, nearly slamming into Counselor Ryn Trista, who had the hunky Crewman Brock Bartrum from Cargo Services on her arm. She wore a revealing, form- fitting black dress that glittered with what looked like golden stardust. She looked amazing. Baxter barely noticed her.

“Captain?” Counselor Ryn asked, looking from Baxter to the bottle in his hand.

Baxter stared at her as if she had two heads (and wasn’t from a species who actually DID have two heads). “Do I know you?”

“Ryn,” the Bajoran said. “Ryn Trista. I’m Ship’s Counselor.”

“Interim,” Baxter said.

“Well, it seems,” she said non-comittally. “Are you…okay, sir?”

“I’m going to get a drink, babe,” Brock said, and ambled over to the bar.

“I’m just GREAT, Counselor,” Baxter said. “Have a wonderful date with your hunky boyfriend. I’ll be fine.”

“He’s not my boyfriend,” Ryn called after Baxter as he left. “It’s casual! We’re just friends!”

“Eh?” Brock asked as he returned with two glasses of Andorian Ale, half-draining one of them, squeezing it in his meaty fist.

“Nothing, sweetheart,” Ryn said. “Just look pretty and find us a table where everyone can see us. It’s important to convey the image of a romantic couple. The counselor must mix with the crew, must be on their level, to truly be trusted by them.”

“I love ale,” Brock said, and belched.



Baxter sat in his quarters, the two-thirds drained bottle of vodka beside him on his desk, as he stared, dazed, at the spinning Federation emblem on his desktop terminal.

“Trouble, Captain?” asked Chaka’kan, the Jem’Hadar who continued to be assigned to the Explorer, under the auspices of learning more about human society (and for the more realistic reason that none of his people wanted him, due to the fact of his extreme lack of killer instinct).

Chaka had been a lifesaver. He’d always volunteered to take care of Steffie, and now more than ever, being, for all intents and purposes, a single parent, Baxter was pleased to have someone around to look after his daughter. The fact that Chaka belonged to a race that had once tried to annihilate humankind was something he preferred not to think about. Indeed, this particular Jem’Hadar had a heart of gold. And, as Baxter found out, was quite good at checkers.

“I’m fine,” Baxter said. “Just looking for my dad.”

“You have been drinking,” Chaka observed.

“Your keen Jem’Hadar senses tell you that?”

He shook his head. “No, sir. I can smell your breath from here.”

Baxter chuckled. “Whoops.”

“Am I to take it Captain Vansen did not yield command to you?”

“You’re to take it, all right,” Baxter moaned, and leaned forward, staring at his terminal screen.

“And Counselor Peterman…”

“Incommunicado,” Baxter said.

“As well as your Father.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, and glanced up at Chaka’Kan. “So, as you can imagine, I’m having a rough day.”

“Indeed.” Chaka bowed, then turned for the door. “In that case, I will leave you to your ruminations. I will be here at oh-eight hundred in the morning to resume my duties.”

“That’s nice of you to offer, Chaka,” Baxter said, smiling weakly.

“Babysitting is life,” the Jem’Hadar said, and left Baxter’s quarters.

“What a nice guy,” Baxter muttered to himself, then returned his attention to the terminal. “Computer,” he slurred. “Search Risa database.”

“Searching. No Harlan Baxter found.”

“Damn it,” Baxter groaned, and slammed his head down on the table. “Cross-reference hotel-motel industry reservation lists.”

“Working…”

Baxter looked up momentarily, staring out the windows. The stars were moving by so fast. The Explorer was warping. Warping at high speed. Away from his wife, his life, the family he knew…

“No Harlan Baxter found.”

“Great,” Baxter moaned. “Just great. Where’s a dad when you need one?” And the captain passed out.



U.S.S. AEROSTAR-A



“He’s been giving me dirty looks,” Commander Christopher Richards said, reclined in the easy chair in Commander Kristen Larkin’s quarters, his feet up on her coffee table.

Larkin walked up from the replicator, a steaming cup of raktageeno in her hand. “Here you go, Father. Enjoy.” She gently nudged his feet off the coffee table, then sat opposite him, on her couch. “Now then: Captain Conway has not been giving you dirty looks, I assure you.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I told him not to. And I believe my requests do carry some weight around here.”

“Maybe I’m just being paranoid,” Richards said. “I mean, Dave and I have been on pretty good terms the last couple years. I’d like to think we’ve mended whatever fences have been broken. But I’m sure he feels like I’m a distraction.”

“His feelings are irrelevant,” Larkin said. “You will stay aboard the Aerostar as long as you wish, on my authority. You have been through a trying experience, and we need time to reconnect. Captain Conway will respect that, or he will search for a new first officer.”

“You have done well for yourself, Kristen,” Richards said, leaning forward, elbows on knees. “It means a lot to me that your life aboard the Aerostar has been rewarding.”

“It has had its…” Larkin considered her words for a few nanoseconds. “Challenges. But, overall, yes, I have enjoyed my time serving under Captain Conway as his First Officer.”

“You’re an inspiration,” Richards said.

“I am not sure I am worthy of such praise, but I appreciate it, Father. I am sure you do an adequate job as well.”

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” Richards blurted. “Whenever I do something right, it’s usually by accident.”

“I somehow doubt the veracity of that claim.”

“That’s nice of you to say,” Richards said, not really understanding what Larkin said. “So, what should we do today?”

“I go on duty in three point four minutes,” Larkin said.

“Oh,” Richards said. “Well, that’s understandable. I wouldn’t want you shuffling your schedule around for me…”

“I assumed as much,” Larkin said. “I am, however, working a truncated shift. I will be off-duty in four hours. At that time, I believe we should have dinner. The cafe is the appropriate locale.”

“I’d like that.”

“At that time, you will meet the man I am dating,” Larkin said, stood up, and left her quarters, leaving Richards alone, and wide-eyed.

“WHAT?”



“You want to make use of my…less than traditional…connections,” J’hana said in a low voice, as Baxter leaned against the tactical station on the bridge the next morning, his eyes red-rimmed and puffy.

“That’s right,” Baxter said. “I know you’ve got some sources, J’hana. You never told me about them, but I always knew they were out there. I need you to use them. Find my dad.”

“First, we must assume you are correct, and that I do have ‘sources,’ as you say. This is a fact I will confirm nor deny.”

“Fine.”

“Second, why don’t you just ask your mommy?”

Baxter gritted his teeth, leaned forward. “She’s no help. I already tried. Twice. She’ll only say he’s on a ‘sabbatical.’ Whatever that means.”

“It sounds as if your father is not lost, but rather does not want to be found.”

“Well, we’re damned well going to find him whether he wants to be found or not,” Baxter said. “He left a hell of a mess behind, and he’s the only person short of the Commander in Chief who can override Woodall and give me back command of the Explorer.”

“And Admiral Nechayev has a distinct distaste for you, if I’m not mistaken,” J’hana pointed out, as she checked her controls.

“Let’s not get into that,” Baxter said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Will you help me?”

“First of all, I feel obligated to remind you that my ‘sources,’ as you call them, are in the business of killing in addition to finding.”

“So, just pay them half,” Baxter said, then caught himself. “Just be sure to tell them which half you’re paying for.”

J’hana nodded, avoiding eye-contact with Baxter. “Am I to assume this task should be undertaken…out of sensor range?”

“This stays between you and me,” Baxter said.

“Plotting a mutiny, Captain?” Vansen asked from behind Baxter, causing him to hop nearly a foot off the floor.

He swung around, quickly regaining his composure. “Captain.”

Vansen nodded. “Captain.”

“Just catching up with my crew.” He gazed at J’hana. “I’ve missed you so, you old blue softy.”

“The feeling is mutual,” J’hana said with a forced smile.

“Collecting letters of reference for your next posting?” Vansen asked, reading a padd as she walked down to the command chair and sat down. It grated Baxter’s nerves like fingernails on a chalk board (something he’d only become familiar with after his trip to the 21st century) to see Vansen sitting in his chair.

“On the contrary,” Baxter said. “I happen to think this posting will do fine.”

“Ah,” Vansen said. “Then you’re going to interview for the First Officer position?”

“Interview?” Baxter said. “Aren’t the four pips enough?”

Vansen kept reading her padd. “Nope.”

“How about the fact that I commanded this ship for six years?”

“Five, sir,” J’hana interrupted.

“Oh. Right. The Aerostar.” Baxter walked down to join Vansen in the command area. “Still. That’s a lot of time spent commanding this crew.”

“That would work against you, rather than help you, I’d think,” Vansen said. She grinned devilishly, and gazed up at him. “You’d want to work for me?”

It felt like bile in Baxter’s throat. “Yes. Sure.”

“That would give me a certain…sick pleasure.” Vansen hugged her padd close to her. “I intend mister Gage to succeed me when I move on to the admiralty. I had planned to give him the post.”

“He’s just a lieutenant.”

“You were promoted from lieutenant to captain, were you not?”

“That’s different!”

“I hardly see how.”

Baxter clenched his fists. “Fine. Keep the goddamned ship. I don’t want it. I’ll find one of my own.”

“Good luck with that,” Vansen said, waving over her shoulder as Baxter fled the bridge.



Richards spent the majority of the next four hours pacing his guest cabin. It was not as frilly as those on the Explorer, much more spartan, which seemed appropriate for a ship with an android first officer.

No, Richards corrected himself. Larkin had feelings now. She wasn’t the cold, efficient android she once was. She had moods as variant and colorful as any human being, including being in love, and he had to treat her that way.

He’d have to work up his resolve and endorse this choice of hers to be in a relationship, and show her that her father was behind her once hundred percent.

But first he needed some background information.

Richards didn’t know or trust many of the Aerostar-A crew. He was on friendly enough terms with Captain Conway, but this subject was much too sensitive for him. Richards doubted he kept track of Larkin’s dating habits anyway. Ford was a decent enough guy, but when it came to his views of women and relationships, they were antiquated and crude. He’d be no help.

So Richards went to the only other person on the Aerostar he could really trust to give him straightforward information on his daughter and her love life.

He arrived in Engineering less than an hour before Larkin was due to get off duty. Just enough time to get some serious dish before dinner.

“Lieutenant Kamtezen?” Richards asked, rounding a corner, and nearly bumped into a slim female ensign.

“Hi there,” the ensign said, and Richards grinned.

“Hello, Ensign…”

“Hastings. Jenny Hastings.”

“Nice to meet you, Ensign,” Richards said.

“I’ve heard a lot about you, sir,” Hastings said, pushing some stray whorls of blonde hair behind her ear. “Lieutenant Kamtezen speaks very highly of you.”

“He’s a good engineer,” Richards said.

“The best,” Hastings said. “But he says he owes all he knows to you.”

“Nice of him to say,” Richards said, glancing around. “Is he around, Ensign?”

“He’s with Beta Team doing a maintenance check on the port power conduit. But she…” Hastings blinked, shaking her head. “I mean he should be back any minute.”

That was odd. Richards nodded, overlooking the pronoun slip for the moment. “Mind if I wait here?”

Hastings leaned back against the master systems console at the center of the room. “I’d be delighted. Maybe you could tell me some of those stories from the Explorer. You know, the ones where you saved the day?”

“Hmm,” Richards said, wondering what exactly Kamtezen had told this woman. “Where would I possibly start?”

“How about when the Starshine Kids were surrounding Earth and you commanded the stardrive section of the Explorer. You were willing to give up the ship in order to save Earth. It was so noble!”

Richards smiled politely, and went into his recollection of events. Thank you, Kamtezen, he thought to himself.

He’d barely gotten to the Jem’Hadar attack on Doggett Three, and to Ensign Hastings’ first hint at a date, when the orange, scaly Kamtezen, along with several other engineers, hopped out of the rear maintenance hatch.

“Commander!” Kamtezen said, jogging over to Richards, tossing his toolkit over to another ensign to put away. “I had no idea you were coming down to visit Engineering.”

“Just wanted to see how an old pal was doing,” Richards said, and leaned forward gripping Kamtezen’s shoulder. “Jenny here has told me everything.” He lowered his voice. “Thank you so much. This was just what I needed to help me clear my head.”

“I’m…glad you think so,” Kamtezen said, leading Richards into his office as Hastings headed off to help the other engineers put away their equipment. “Are you sure you’re okay with it?”

“Of course I am,” Richards said, glancing out the observation window that overlooked the warp core, watching the strong gait of Ensign Hastings as she made her way to the storage locker. “Nothing like a little shipboard fling to clear the air, you know?”

“I think it’s more than a fling,” Kamtezen said.

Richards turned around. “Well, nothing’s happened yet, so it’s a little premature to…”

“You’re right!” Kamtezen said, holding up his hands. “Positively on-target. Nothing has happened yet. I swear!”

Richards cocked his head. “Are you feeling okay, Kamtezen?”

Kamtezen just nodded dumbly. “I’m not sure. Am I?”

“Anyway,” Richards said, walking over and clapping a hand on Kamtezen’s. “It’s good to see you. I’m sorry I’m not here just to catch up on what you’ve been up to. I’ve actually come seeking some information.”

“Anything,” Kamtezen said earnestly.

“Tell me who’s seeing my daughter.”

Kamtezen gulped. “So…that’s not what you were thanking me for?”

“What’s not what I was thanking you for? What? I was thanking you for telling Ensign Hastings so many nice things about me. What did you think I was thanking you for?”

“Um…”

Just then, the door bleeped.

“Come,” Kamtezen said in a small voice, rubbing his bald, scaly orange head.

The doors opened to reveal Commander Larkin. “Father!” she exclaimed. “I asked the computer to locate you. Actually, I interfaced with the computer. Much simpler, and more efficient, I should think.” She looked from Richards to Kamtezen. “Ah, and I see you and the new love of my life are getting acquainted. Good. I had thought this might become awkward.” She crossed the room over to Kamtezen, wrapped her arms around him, and kissed him deeply on the mouth.

Richards just watched, gaping.

Kamtezen, for his part, let out a muffled squeak.



“What do you mean there ARE no other ships?”

“Should I rephrase it for you?” Commander Solara, Superintendent of the Utopia Planetia shipyards on Mars asked, arching her eyebrow slightly on Baxter’s desktop viewer.

“I’m just…” Baxter rapped his fingers on the desk in his quarters. “I can’t believe there isn’t a single ship out there that needs a captain.”

“You are obviously not up-to-date on our current practices,” Solara said. “To be succinct, since the conflict with the Dominion, Starfleet has taken measures to put an appropriate number of ships into service to compensate for those vessels lost during the war.”

“A salvage operation.”

“In a manner of speaking. We have repaired what ships we can, and, over the last year, constructed new vessels at an impressive rate. As recent as six months ago, Starfleet Command finished the task of crewing these new ships of the fleet. This, of course, includes finding captains.”

“So all the seats are taken, that’s what you’re telling me,” Baxter said, rubbing his eyes.

Solara glanced to the side a moment, looking at another monitor. “That is not altogether correct. There is one opening, but I hestitate to mention it.”

“What is it? I’ll take anything, at this…”

“U.S.S. Edsel.”

Baxter’s face fell. “Anything but that.”

“I am afraid that is all we have at the moment,” Solara said, folding her hands in front of her. “Now then, if you like, I can put you on the waiting list for the captaincy of the Outlander. There have been some construction delays; but, at present, she is scheduled to launch in five months. She is also supposed to be attached to the Explorer project, so you would benefit from having served for so many years on the Explorer…I suppose.”

“No, no. I can’t wait that long.” Baxter leaned forward. “Are you sure you can’t pull some strings, Solara? You know, as a friend of a friend?”

“In point of fact, the retired Commodore Velara is my cousin, not my friend. As for your relationship with her, that is none of my concern.”

“I’d like to think we developed a good working relationship.”

“Be that as it may, I am afraid there is nothing I can do for you. You may, of course, petition the Explorer’s current captain to post you as First Officer.”

“F*** that,” Baxter muttered.

“I believe this conversation is at an end.”

“Yeah, nice catching up with you,” Baxter said, and slammed his hand down on the end-communication button.

Just then, the door to his quarters buzzed.

“What,” Baxter muttered.

His doors opened, and Dr. Browning stepped through. “Hey there, Andy.”

“Janice!” Baxter said, his expression brightening. “Come on in, sit down!”

“Can we talk?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” Baxter said. “Nice to know I have one friend left on this ship.”

Browning collapsed on Baxter’s couch. “I think I should leave.”

Baxter sat down beside her, turning to face her. “Come again?”

“This is not a good environment for me to raise Plato in. Too many bad memories.”

“Like what?”

“Like me and Christopher. Like destroying your marriage. And do you realize Guinanco took over Space Tastes? They’ve turned it into a trendy frozen yogurt stand.”

Baxter gulped. “Janice, it’s not all that bad. My marriage isn’t destroyed. Things will improve between you and Chris. And…frozen yogurt IS kind of tasty.”

Browning sighed. “It’s all my fault, Andy. All of it.” Browning looked around, exasperated. “How did we get here?”

“Temporal vortex?” Baxter suggested helpfully.

“Very funny. You know what I’m talking about.” She leaned up. “Have you seen Plato lately?”

Baxter winced. He hadn’t visited the lad since he’d been back on the Explorer. Then again, it had only been a couple days. “No,” he admitted.

“He aged, Andy! He went from adolescent to full-blown teenager in a few months. I missed a crucial part of his upbringing!”

Baxter rubbed his chin. “Damn unpredictable changeling DNA.”

“Maybe I need to reevaluate my priorities. Go somewhere where I can focus on being a good mother.”

“Any idea where that might be? Cause I’d like to join you.”

“You need to be here when Kelly gets back, silly.”

“IF she gets back.”

“She will get back,” Browning said. “I know she will.”

“You just said my marriage was destroyed.”

“I exaggerated. Everything’s going to be fine.”

Baxter thought about that. “Yeah, I suppose so.”



“You’ve barely touched your dinner, Father. Is it not to your liking? Is your stomach having difficulty digesting the synthesized waste matter? Would you like an alternative nutritional supplement?”

Richards just stared at his fork, and the prime rib dripping with au jus that sat on the end of it. “No. No, Kristen. This is fine.”

“Would you prefer a different surrounding?”

“No,” Richards said. “This was very thoughtful.”

They were seated in Baltimore’s famous “Ruth’s Chris Steak House,” eating what would have been very expensive steak dinners in the 21st century. It was a lark, Larkin had said, to have dinner back in the very century Richards had been trapped in for three weeks.

Richards didn’t really get the joke; but, then again, Larkin had an odd sense of humor even before she got emotions. Since then, it was absolutely off the chart.

“More wine?” Kametzen offered helpfully, and gestured at Richards’s empty glass with the wine bottle.

“No, I’m fine,” Richards said, holding up his other hand. “Thanks.”

“I’ll have some more,” Kamtezen volunteered, and filled his glass for what must have been the fourth time. He drank the wine eagerly.

“If only your Bewhal blood chemistry enabled you to get intoxicated,” Larkin mused, touching Kamtezen’s arm affectionately. She had no plate in front of her. As she reminded everyone, androids don’t eat. Still, it made dinner all the more awkward.

“It’s worth a try,” Kamtezen said.

“So,” Richards finally said, putting his fork down. “How long has this…” He gestured from Larkin to Kamtezen. “Been going on?”

“About six weeks,” Larkin said. “Since the time I began working on the investigation into your disappearance in earnest.” She glanced at the Bewhal, her lip trembling. “He was so supportive, so helpful as I dealt with my conflicting emotions.”

“I trace it back even earlier than that,” Kamtezen said, leaning over and kissing Larkin on the cheek. “She had a bit of a…breakdown…about three months ago.”

“I went insane when I found out you had disappeared,” Larkin explained.

“She had to be…neutralized.”

“Doctor Benzra ripped me in half.”

Richards nearly choked on his prime rib. “Ripped you in half?!”

Larkin nodded. “Kamtezen was in charge of putting me back together.”

“I relied on a lot of your old diagrams, Chris,” Kamtezen explained. “And, as I looked deeper into Larkin’s background, your logs describing the construction of her brain, and the reconstruction of her body. The whole mission to Crysta, when you thought you’d lost her. Reading those logs, I began to develop feelings for her.”

“Feelings he expressed after a particularly stressful staff meeting on Stardate 56984.”

“You’re so exact,” Kamtezen said, gently covering Larkin’s hand with his. “You can see why I’m so taken with her, Commander.”

“Yes,” Richards said. “Please, um, call me Chris.”

“If you say so, Chris, I’d be happy to.”

Truth was, they made a nice couple. It did make a certain sense, Larkin ending up with an Engineer. He was an engineer, too, and, as such, knew more about the inner workings of Larkin than most, so…

“Are you two having sex?” Richards blurted.

Kamtzen blinked. “Excuse me?”

“Father, that is a highly inappropriate question,” Larkin said. “My emotion program is registering extreme offense.”

“I’m sorry,” Richards said. “I meant it as more of a…technical question, rather than a personal one. See, I didn’t design you for repeated…”

Kamtezen allowed a small grin. “I made a few alterations.”

“ALTERATIONS?” Richards exploded, standing up.

“You know, reinforced things, added gaskets and seals in the right places. The recycling system in itself is something of a work of art, if I do say so…” He glanced up to see a nearly-frothing Richards looming over him.

“Computer, end program,” Richards growled, and with a yelp Kamtezen fell to the floor as the table and chairs disappeared out from around him. Larkin, for her part, was still in a seated position, without the benefit of a chair. She then stood, and approached Richards.

“I believe the appropriate action on your part now would be to go,” she said quietly, then turned to see to Kamtezen.

“But…”

“Kam, are you okay?”

Kam? Richards shook his head. “I’m out of here.”

Kamtezen just watched Richards walk out of the holodeck as Larkin leaned over him.

“Was it something I said?” he asked.

“No,” Larkin said, rubbing his smooth, scaly head. “You were just perfect, Kam. Father just needs time to adjust.”



“You just need time to adjust,” Counselor Ryn Trista said, sitting beside Baxter in the Constellation Club, as Baxter nursed yet another Vodka ’n Grapefruit.

“Did I ask you?” Baxter slurred, looking up at Ryn.

“Not as such, no. But you appeared in need of counseling, so I sat down to…”

“I’m not interested in your analysis.”

“Perhaps you will be more clear-headed in the morning,” Ryn said. “I’ve taken the liberty to schedule you for a counseling session at oh-eight hundred.”

“Thanks, but no thanks,” Baxter said flatly.

“I’m afraid it’s not your choice. If you intend to remain in Starfleet, you must have an official reevaluation of your mental state. It’s standard procedure for all time-displaced persons, but I think it’s even more important for you. You’ve come back to a time and place that aren’t quite familiar, and it’s bound to be disorienting. You don’t know how you fit in anymore. That’s normal. We need to explore that.”

“Explore…” Baxter said distantly.

“I’ll see you in the morning, Captain,” she said. “I assure you, everything will be fine.”

Just then, the Red Alert sirens blared throughout the Constellation Club.

“Vansen to Senior Staff. Please report to the bridge. And no, Baxter, that doesn’t mean you…”

“Damn it,” Baxter said, and shoved out of his chair. He staggered toward the door to the Club. “I’ve got to get up there.”

“I wouldn’t recommend…” Ryn began, but her voice trailed off as Baxter ran down the corridor toward the nearest turbolift.



“What have we got?” Baxter asked as he stepped out of the turbolift.

“An intruder on the bridge,” Vansen said from the command chair. “J’hana, shoot him.”

At tactical, J’hana idly fingered the handle of the phaser on her belt. “Hmm…not, I think, today.”

Vansen groaned. “I figured you’d have a moral dilemma with that.” She sighed. “Fine, Captain. Come down here and have a seat. Just don’t get in the way.”

“Thanks for the invitation,” Baxter muttered, and walked down to the command area. Vansen was in the center seat, naturally, with Lt. Jeremy Gage seated to her right. The only seat left was the one at her left, which had been Kelly’s. More recently, it had been Vansen’s. But not anymore. Grudgingly, Baxter sat down in the seat at Vansen’s left.

Vansen looked down at the readouts on her chair arm. “To make a long story short, the Gorn have captured a Starfleet ship just on the other side of their border. We don’t know what type of ship yet, but apparently its mission is classified and highly important to the security of the Federation. We’re being sent to negotiate for the release of the prisoners.”

“Isn’t that a bit of a departure from what we normally do?”

Vansen narrowed her eyes at Baxter. “We’re Starfleet officers. We go where we’re sent.”

“Whatever,” Baxter mumbled.

“Time to the border, Ensign Ayalla?” Vansen asked of Ensign Ayalla, the bald Deltan woman, who sat at the conn station. Baxter thought Deltans were supposed to be the most alluring, gorgeous women in the galaxy. Ayalla was attractive enough, but nothing to write home about. Baxter wondered if all that Deltan stuff had been exaggerated.

“Thirteen minutes at our current speed of Warp Nine,” the woman said in a rich, soothing, exotic accent.

“Sorry, Ensign, I didn’t get your name,” Baxter said.

“We did add some new crewmembers in the last three months,” Vansen said. “It’s bound to happen.”

“Of course,” Baxter said tersely. “Welcome aboard, Ayalla,” he called to the helmsperson.

“Thank you, Captain,” Ayalla said, turning and looking at Baxter. “You should know, I’ve taken a vow of celibacy, so…”

“That’s fine.”

“Oh.” Ayalla seemed off-put, then turned back to face the helm.

“I don’t know about the rest of you, but I feel all warm and fuzzy,” Vansen said.

“I don’t feel warm and fuzzy, Captain,” Gage said quietly from his seat at Vansen’s right.

“I was kidding,” Vansen said. “Lighten up.”

“Yes, ma’am. Immediately.”

Vansen turned to Baxter. “Did I mention he’ll make a great First Officer?”

“I guess you’ve got it all planned out,” Baxter said. “Step in, take my job, fill all the remaining slots. Run me off my own ship.”

“It’s nothing personal, Captain,” Vansen said. “I just don’t like you, that’s all.”

“The feeling’s mutual,” Baxter said.

“Then let’s dispense with the bullshit posturing, and let’s figure out a way for me to move you and your dysfunctional family off this ship as soon as possible.”

“Before or after we settle the Gorn crisis?”

“After,” Vansen said. “Soon after.”

“Just want to make sure we have our priorities in order,” Baxter said.

Vansen laughed. “Don’t presume to tell me anything about priorities, Baxter. How about you be a good boy and stay quiet the rest of the trip?”

“How about you be a good girl and rot in h–”

“Black hole!” Tilleran suddenly announced, looking up from her sensors.

“What?” Vansen asked, turning.

“Oh, nothing,” Tilleran said, glancing at her panel again. “Must’ve been a sensor glitch.” She glared at Baxter, and mouthed “Be nice!”

Baxter groaned. “This whole thing is ridiculous.”



“This whole thing is ridiculous,” Richards said, pacing back and forth in Captain Conway’s readyroom.

“What thing?” Conway asked, leaning back in his chair. “The part about Larkin having romantic feelings for one of the crew, or the sex part?”

“Both parts,” Richards said. “But especially the sex.” He shuddered.

“All little girls grow up to be little women, at some point,” Conway sighed.

“What’s that?” Richards asked, turning.

“Oh, some stupid book Alexa is making me read. I swear to God, she’s trying to make me sensitive or some damn stupid thing.”

“I can see it’s working wonders.”

“You’re one to talk. Pulling the chair out from under poor Lieutenant Kamtezen like that.”

“It wasn’t on purpose,” Richards said.

“At any rate, I guess it’s only fitting you tap him on the ass, considering he’s done the same to…”

Richards turned a fiery glare on Conway.

“Anyways…” Conway trailed off.

“I need to do something. I need to stop her before she makes a huge mistake.”

“Like what? Like falling in love?” Conway stood up, walked over to join Richards in staring out the oval viewport that looked out at streaking stars. “We all deserve to find love in this life, Commander. Even me. And if I can find love, anybody can.”

“She really has turned you into a softie,” Richards said. “It’s kind of pathetic.”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” Conway sighed. “Look, you want me to tell you it’s not okay for Larkin to be dating Kamtezen? I can’t tell you that. I for one think it’s healthy. If the crew’s busy fraternizing, it means they’re not bothering me, and that makes me very happy.”

“I’m just not ready yet,” Richards said.

“Not ready for Larkin to be in love,” Conway asked. “Or not ready to be in love yourself?”

Richards looked at Conway. “What?”

“Doctor Browning stopped by to see me before she left. Ouch, buddy.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“We talked. About you, your wedding plans with Madera, the whole thing. She still loves you, Richards. Can’t believe you’re too dense to see that. I mean, for Pete’s sake, the whole thing with me was just a passing fancy. She’d no sooner end up with me than she would with Andy Baxter.”

Richards opened his mouth to say something, then thought better of it.

“You and her are meant to be together, Chris. You’ll save the rest of us a whole lot of time and trouble if you just realize that and get on with it.”

“Marriage didn’t make you sensitive, it made you crazy,” Richards said, and headed for the readyroom door.

“Always glad to help,” Conway called after Richards, just as the comm system beeped.

“Bridge to Conway,” came Lt. Commander Ford’s voice. “You’re needed out here, sir. We may have…a…something on our hands.”

Richards had already left the bridge by the time Conway got out to his command chair. “Please tell me it’s worth getting me off my ass,” he muttered.

“You tell me,” Ford said as he headed back to the helm station and relieved Ensign Garrity. “We’re getting word of Cardassian privateer ships attacking a Breen cruiser in Sector 21928.”

“Damn it,” Conway muttered. “This Cardassian dust-up is getting worse by the month. Starfleet’s got to do something about it.”

“Meantime, the Breen ship is taking heavy damage, and the mercenaries don’t seem to be moving off,” Ford said. “We’re the closest ship.”

“Lay in a course for intercept. I don’t know about you, but I don’t have anything better to do today.”

“Pick up your wife from her Cardassian fact-finding mission?” Ford suggested.

“Oh, yeah. That was supposed to be today, wasn’t it? Well, we’ll stop the privateers, then head to Cardassia in time for dinner. It won’t kill Alexa to wait a bit.”

“You’re a good husband, sir.”

“Shut up.”



Browning stared at Plato across a dinner table laden with food. She’d gone a little overboard on the replicator. Then again, in times of emotional upheaval, she tended to eat a little more (which was saying a lot).

“You barely touched your ham steak, Plato,” Browning said, indicating a plate filled with slabs of ham.

“I’m still working on the turkey, Mom,” the taller, broader, and overall more mature looking Plato said as he picked at the food on his plate.

“You seem distracted,” Browning said, as she got an extra helping of wild rice.

“I’m fine.”

“You’ve been moping around all day. You’ve barely said a word to me.”

“I’ve just been thinking about stuff.”

Browning nodded as she ate. “Care to tell me what?”

Plato shrugged. “Nah.”

Browning nodded. “I see. I guess you think I wouldn’t understand?”

“It’s no big deal.”

“Well, I think it’s a big deal. I’ve been away from you for three weeks, Plato,” Browning said, putting her utensils down and leaning forward. “Moreover, three months have passed for you since I’ve been gone, and what’s worse, you’ve gone from boy to man in the time I’ve been gone. We have so much catching up to do…”

“I’m not a man yet,” Plato said. “Far from it. Just a…just a boy.” He sighed.

“You seem very mature,” Browning said. “I’d think we’d have a whole lot to talk about. About how you spent your time since I left…”

“I spent a lot of time with Megan.”

“Lieutenant Commander Hartley. Yes, I understand she and Mirk took you in,” Browning said. “That was very nice of them. Did you have a good time with the Hartleys?”

Plato shrugged. “I guess. Megan’s cool. Mirk taught me how to mix drinks.”

Browning’s eyes wideend. “Alcoholic drinks?”

“Yeah, he said he’d been doing it since he was thirteen.”

“Well, he comes from a very different culture from ours.”

Plato looked at Browning. “I came from a thousand-year-old culture that tried to enslave the Alpha Quadrant, Mom.”

“You’re half-right,” Browning said. “The other half is me. Human.”

“Yeah, I guess.” Plato resumed picking at his plate.

“Is that what this is about? You want to reconnect with your Changeling roots? I’m sure we can arrange a talk with Mister Odo. I think the Pathfinder is doing another tour in the Gamma Quadrant. We could send you off to stay with…er, Auntie Lucille, I suppose.”

“No,” Plato said. “That’s okay. I’ve been writing to Mister Odo.”

“Really? What has he had to say?”

“Stuff,” Plato said, and shrugged. “Can I go now?”

“Go?” Browning asked. “Where?”

“Lieutenant Madera’s band is playing in the Constellation Club. I want to see them.”

“The Constellation Club? I don’t know, son. That’s a little…”

“I won’t be long. Thanks!” Plato said, leaned forward, and gave Browning a peck on the forehead. “Later, Mom!”

Browning just sat there in her empty quarters a moment.

“When did I lose control?” she muttered to herself, and continued eating.



“Take us out of warp,” Vansen said, standing as the Explorer sailed into open space, just outside the Gorn border. “Scan for Gorn vessels.”

“Scanning,” Tilleran said.

Baxter stood up too, and wandered over to tactical. “J’hana,” he said casually. “How’s it going?”

J’hana tapped at her controls. “It, as you say, is going fine.”

“Any leads yet?”

“Leads?”

“On my father’s whereabouts.”

“No,” J’hana said. “It would seem, if your father is indeed in hiding, he doesn’t want to be found.”

“Well, that just doesn’t make sense. By all accounts, he ran himself ragged trying to find a way to find me and bring me back from the past. Why would he just run off after that task was accomplished?”

“I’m sure I don’t know.”

“Care to share with the rest of the class?” Vansen asked, glancing over her shoulder. “I would be very interested to know if you were discussing whether or not that Type Three Gorn Destroyer out there was hailing us or targeting us with his weapons.”

“Oh,” J’hana said. She glanced again at her panel. “They are hailing us.”

“Be nice,” Baxter shot back at Vansen, and walked down to join her at the center of the bridge.

“Just shut up and stay out of my way,” Vansen growled, then pasted on a fake smile as the creepy, lizard-like face of a Gorn appeared on the viewscreen.

“Greetings,” the Gorn hissed. “I am Daveth Lerath. I command the Destroyer Keritas.”

“Pleased to meet you, Daveth,” Vansen said. “Is that nomenclature akin to an ambassador?”

“In a sense,” Lerath replied. “Except I understand that your ambassadors don’t eat their adversaries if negotiations fail.”

Baxter hoped he was joking.

“Not usually,” Vansen said, not missing a beat. “Then again, my negotiations have never failed, so I wouldn’t know.”

“You’re cocky. I like that.”

“I was hoping you would,” Vansen said. “Now let’s get down to business. I believe you have something we want.”

“Yes,” Lerath replied. “And you, in turn, have something we want.”

“And that would be?”

“The Minkta, and her crew,” Captain Baxter said from behind Vansen, who glared at him. “Captain Harth and his men.”

“Predator-in-Chief Harth,” Lerath said, and nodded. “Yes, that’s correct. We understand his ship and crew have been in Federation custody for over a year now. We demand he be returned to us at once. Then we can talk about returning your people.”

“No way,” Baxter said. “Harth assaulted a Starfleet captain and tried to take over her ship. My ship too.”

“My ship,” Vansen said, elbowing Baxter aside and stepping forward. “And I believe what my subordinate is trying to say is that we’d be delighted to review your offer and talk it over with Starfleet Command.”

“Make sure you mention to them that the vessel we confiscated is no more a courier ship than my vessel is,” Lerath said. “It is a Sabre class. And we all know your Sabre class is built purely for battle.”

“I’ll share that with Starfleet Command,” Vansen said.

“Don’t take too long,” Lerath said. “They haven’t had anything to eat in some time.”

“You aren’t feeding the prisoners?” Vansen asked.

“No,” Lerath said, with a hearty laugh. “I was speaking of the prison guards. Lerath out.”

Baxter clenched his fists. “We have to get them out of there.” He turned toward J’hana. “Lieutenant, assemble a strike team. I want the Escort prepped and ready to go in…”

“Just one second!” Vansen snapped, grabbing Baxter by the shoulder and whirling him. “Where do you think you are?”

“On my bridge,” Baxter replied.

“Cute,” Vansen said. “But it is very clearly my bridge. And, as such, we operate by my rules. No strike force. Not yet. We’re going to seek out a diplomatic end to this. That may actually end up in a successful mission. You do know what one of those is, don’t you?”

“God damn you, Vansen…”

“I love you too,” Vansen muttered, and turned on a heel. “Mister Sefelt, contact Starfleet Command. Advise them of the situation and request orders. I’ll be in MY readyroom.” She glared over her shoulder at Baxter as she stepped up to the back of the bridge and ducked into the readyroom, adding, “Gage, you have the bridge.”

“Damn her, damn her, damn her!” Baxter growled, and sat down in the command chair.

“Excuse me, sir,” Gage said, nudging Baxter. “I believe Captain Vansen said I have the bridge.”

Baxter glared at him.

“Right. I’ll just command from here. That’s fine.”



Captain Conway sat, arms folded, in the command chair as the Aerostar streaked toward Sector 21928. Beside him, Commander Larkin sat, cracking her knuckles.

“Look,” Conway finally said, breaking the silence. “Is something bothering you?”

“Why would you think that?” Larkin asked as she cracked.

“You’re cracking your knuckles.”

“All humans do it. It is an activity one does to quiet one’s nerves.”

“You’re not human. And you don’t have any nerves.”

“Touche.” Larkin showed Conway her hands. “However, Lieutenant Kamtezen has installed new knuckles, which are crackable.”

“That’s excellent,” Conway said. “But you do realize that humans can’t crack their knuckles twenty times a minute for a half hour straight.”

“I did not know my behavior was bothering you, sir. I will stop.”

“No, that’s not it. Well, yeah, it’s disturbing. But I have a feeling I know what this is about.”

“Commander Richards.”

Conway stared up at the ceiling. “Why’d I let that man on my ship? Family visits always screw things up.”

“He does not approve of my relationship with Lieutenant Kamtezen. Perhaps he feels I should find another mate.”

Conway bristled at the word “mate.” “Look, Larkin. He’s just having a tough time with this. He’ll come around, I’m sure.”

“I did not exactly like the fact that he dated the woman on whom my design was based.”

“Kris Larkin. Is that what this is all about? Revenge?”

“Indeed not. Although I have revenge protocols, they are not operating at present.”

“Then what?”

“I am merely expAlexang this aspect of humanity.”

“But you could give a vole’s ass about humanity, Larkin. You’ve said so dozens of times.”

Larkin nodded. “True. However, after our visit to the future, at which point I saw my future self, a computer with no body, on a world populated by penguins that did her bidding, I found the whole experience somewhat…hollow.”

“So you’re giving humanity another shot?”

“That is the least it deserves. And, because the existence of human kind is largely based on sexual intercourse, I felt it best that I engage in that activity, to further my research.”

“Does Lieutenant Kamtezen realize he’s nothing more than your…science project?”

“The parameters of our relationship exceed experimentation, Captain. They have been well defined. We are secure in our love.”

Conway nodded. “That’s nice to know.”

“But I fear the relationship is the least of my worries. If Commander Richards does not approve of my love for Kam, and if I do in fact love Commander Richards as well…”

“Sounds like a paradox to me.”

“It has become quite a problem. It has significantly reduced my processing speed. By at least one-eighth of a nanosecond.”

“That is a problem,” Conway mused, rubbing his chin.

“Entering Sector 21928,” Lt. Commander Ford announced from helm. “Would the captain and first officer kindly stop talking about sex and return to the task at hand?”

“Not getting any, Ford?” Conway asked.

“Not at the moment sir. I haven’t been as lucky with women here as I was on the Explorer.”

Conway stiffened. “As you were, mister.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of, sir. I’m not getting laid as I once were.”

Conway sighed. “Just take us out of warp, for Pete’s…”

Larkin looked down at the sensor panel beside her chair. “Picking up a distress call from the second planet in the Beltora system. It is Breen, Captain.”

“Ford, set a course for that distress call, full impulse.” Conway pivoted toward Gellar at tactical. “Any sign of those Cardassians?”

“No, sir,” Gellar said. “The board’s clear. If they were here, they must have ducked out before we pulled into sensor range.”

“They’ll beat up on a defenseless transport, but they scatter when the big guns arrive,” Conway said. “Typical of mercenaries.”

“Big guns, sir?” Larkin said.

“Larkin, don’t…”

“Fascinating. Commanding a starship, for you, compensates for a measurable inadequacy on your part…”

“Let’s get on task here,” Conway said, clapping his hands together. “Stations, people. We’ve got a rescue mission to put together…” He glared at Larkin. “And a topic to avoid at all costs.”



Doctor Browning stepped through the double doors to the Constellation Club, and was immediately assaulted by the booming sounds of harp, keyboards, and electric guitars.

“What the hell is that?” she asked, pushing through a throng of thrashing music fans, presumably Explorer crew, to get to the bar.

“That is Explorer Starship,” Mirk said. “Lieutenant Madera’s band. I think they have a great sound. Kind of a mix of synth-funk and electro- boogie.”

Browning nodded, glancing up at the stage, where Madera strummed her harp, accompanied by Ensign Brian Stockton on keyboards, Yeoman Jack Tunney playing the bongos, and Crewman Brock on the electric guitar. Browning wasn’t certain, but she could swear Tunney was giving funny looks to Brock, who was wearing only a tight tanktop and tight leather pants.

“Have you seen Plato?” she asked, leaning on the bar.

Mirk nodded. “He’s up with Megan, near the front row. I swear, those two have a great time together. If she wasn’t old enough to be his mother, I’d be concerned.”

“She’s almost old enough to be YOUR mother, Mirk.”

“Details,” Mirk said. “Want a drink?”

“No, but I may afterward. I’ll let you know,” Browning said, as she gently pushed through the crowd.

After a few elbows–some given, some received–Browning arrived at the front of the crowd, where Plato and Hartley were swaying to the music, arm-in-arm.

“Mom!” Plato exclaimed.

Hartley looked at Plato, then at Browning.

“Doctor,” she called above the music, smiling, wearing an offduty olive-colored tankdress. “Hope you don’t mind me borrowing your son for a night out on the ship.”

“Actually, I kind of hoped Plato and I could spend the evening catching up!” Browning called over the music.

“Oh,” Hartley said, untangling her arm from Plato’s. “That’s understandable! Plato, go! Be with your mom!”

Plato looked at Hartley. “But I was having fun!”

“You’ll have fun with your mom.” She waved him away. “Go on. Get!”

Plato glared at Browning and shoved his way back toward the exit.

“Thanks,” Browning fairly shouted. “For everything!”

Hartley just shrugged at Browning, and continued swaying to the music.

But as Browning left, Hartley followed her with her eyes. And even though she kept dancing, truth be told, her heart wasn’t really in it anymore.



Richards walked into Engineering, and was met with a flurry of activity.

“Coil spanners, and lots of isolinear cable. We don’t know what we’re going to be dealing with over there. So it pays to be prepared,” Kamtezen was saying to his engineering crew, as the group milled about Engineering, no doubt readying for some important mission.

“Lieutenant,” Richards said. “Can we talk?”

Kamtezen quickly averted his eyes from Richards. “I’m a little busy, sir.”

“It’s important.”

Just then, Ensign Hastings shoved by Richards, holding a toolkit. “Excuse me.” Then she turned around, her ponytail almost flopping Richards in the face. “You know, I thought you were a great guy. Kam respected you. And you literally pulled the chair out from under him.”

“I’m sorry about that.”

“If you care about your daughter at all, you should be glad she’s with a guy as nice as Kam. There aren’t many like him out there. And I guess there’s one less than I thought.” With that, she walked off.

“I’m…”

“Sorry,” Kamtezen said, busy loading diagnostics into a padd. “Yes, you said that.”

“Look, I want to make things up to you. I want to try and give this thing a chance.”

“Maybe we can talk about this later,” Kamtezen said. “I have to get over to that Breen ship now. The Cardassians laid into her pretty bad. They’re losing life support and may be headed for a warp core breach.”

Richards nodded. “Cracked crystals?”

“Possibly fractured.”

“You’ll need an isodyne coupler model 380.”

“We carry the 490 around here, actually. Much higher transfer rate.”

“Uh-huh,” Richards said. “Look, do you need an extra hand?”

Kamtezen thought about that. “We can always use another good engineer.”

Richards smiled as he shook Kamtezen’s hand. At last, a problem he could actually solve.



Richards, Kamtezen, and the engineering team materialized aboard the darkened Breen ship, turning on their palm beacons immediately to illuminate the silver and green corridors.

“Hastings, you and Venturi check life support. Richards, you me and the others are going for main engineering. We’ve got to get that core situation under control.”

Richards nodded, following Kamtezen and the others down the empty corridors.

“Where do you think everyone is?” he asked.

That’s when a door opened up, and a helmeted, metal-suited Breen lept out, slamming into Richards and knocking him to the floor.

“BRATTTTTTTT!” it announced.

“Found one,” Richards croaked.

Kamtezen withdrew his phaser as two crew helped push the Breen off Richards.

“We come in peace,” Kamtezen said, looking the Breen right in the…visor. “Do you understand me?” He showed him the phaser, then holstered it, and showed the Breen his empty hands. “Peace! You see?”

The Breen stared at Kamtezen and Richards a moment, then made a dull “Grart” sound, and barreled down the corridor at a fast clip.

“Guess he’s leading the way,” Kamtezen said, and gestured for Richards and the others to follow.



“Away team, this is Aerostar,” Conway said, leaning forward in his chair. “Status?”

“Moving along nicely now, Captain,” came the voice of Chris Richards. “We sealed the breach, and are just making minor repairs to the warp core casing. We should be able to get the Breen on their way in the next few hours.”

“Father?” Larkin exclaimed. “What are you doing over there?”

“Helping out, Larkin,” Richards said. “Which is what I should have done all along, instead of just getting in the way. I’m…sorry.”

“I am sorry as well, Father. I could have given you the news of my new love interest in a more…palatable way.”

“Don’t worry about it, Larkin. What’s say we finish up here and we’ll…”

ZZZZRT!

Conway glanced at Gellar. “Lieutenant, what happened to that signal?”

“Jammed, sir,” Gellar said, his hands working over the tactical panel.;

“Source?” Larkin demanded.

“Four ships. Cardassian, Kelden-class, heading this way,” Gellar said.

“Damn it,” Conway said. “They didn’t retreat when we came. They went to go find friends.”

“So it would seem,” Larkin said gravely.

“Shields up,” Conway said. “Arm phasers and quantum torpedoes. Put us between those ships and the Breen vessel.”

Ford obediently steered the Aerostar around, just as the four Cardassian ships bore down on the Aerostar, weapons firing.

“Return fire, all weapons, multiple targets!” Conway ordered, as he felt the vessel shake and sway. “Who the hell is giving them weapons? They couldn’t be coming up with firepower like that on their own!”

“In another time, if it were another race, I would say it was the Cardassians,” Larkin said. “As that is obviously not the case, I suspect another race must be equipping the Cardassians with weapons.”

“Brilliant,” Conway said. “F***ing brilliant. Evasive maneuvers. Keep our flanks facing them. Don’t let them get at that Breen ship!”

“Aye, sir!” Ford called out, pulling the ship into a tight turn as the Cardassian ships angled around for another past, raining down weapons fire on both ships.

“Extend shields!” Larkin ordered.

“Hard to do, when they’re taking a beating!” Gellar called out.

“Do what you can!” Conway said.

Larkin held on as the Aerostar shook, hoping desperately that the two most beloved men in her life would get through this in one piece.



“More power to shields,” Richards called out, crossing the cramped Breen engine room, gesturing to the three Breen they’d run across. The translation matrix was spotty at best. He wasn’t sure if the Breen would know to divert power to or away from warp core containment. And he wasn’t even sure what polarity a Breen power conduit worked from.

Yet, still, he and Kamtezen, and the rest of the engineering crew worked feverishly.

The Breen ship shook.

“Where did they come from?” Richards said, holding a console as the shaking threatened to pull his feet out from under him.

“I don’t know. But they took us completely by surprise.”

“I know how that feels,” Richards said.

Kamtezen’s eyes went wide. “Power spike across the board! The crystal cracked again. Containment field fluctuating!”

Richards turned toward the thrumming warp core chamber, and the access hatch directly beneath it. “Damn it! Somebody has to get in that chamber and rearticulate the crystal.”

“With the radiation pouring off that core, I wouldn’t recommend it,” Kamtezen said.

“The Breen suits probably protect against that radiation,” Richards mused.

“Yeah,” Kamtezen said. “But we have no way of telling them what needs to be done. And, truth be told, I’m not sure these guys are so mechanically inclined.”

“Then there’s only one thing we can do,” Richards said. He clapped his hands on Kamtezen’s shoulders and looked him in the eye. “Strip for me!”



“Plato, come back here!” Browning called, jogging down the corridor after Plato. She thanked the Great Bird she’d done all that jogging over the years. Not only was she fleet of foot, but she had the Explorer corridors memorized. Plato wasn’t getting away that easily.

But the boy was fast.

“Plato!” she called. “We need to talk!”

Up ahead, she heard heavy double doors open and close. She went to her mental image of the Explorer’s layout and gasped suddenly. There was only one place he could have gone.

She arrived at the doors, punched in every code she knew, but couldn’t get them to open.

“Damn!” She tapped her combadge. “Browning to bridge. Lock down the shuttlebay!”



“Janice?” Baxter asked over the comm channel.

“I think Plato’s trying to steal a shuttlecraft.”

Vansen covered her face. “Not again.”

“He’s done this before?”

“He’s quite good with mechanics,” Vansen said. “Whenever he gets flustered, he heads off in a shuttle to go cool off. I’ve given him a dozen stern lectures on it, but it doesn’t seem to help. I’d have thrown him off the ship if I didn’t like the damn kid. But this is the worst time possible for a stunt like this.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “Because…”

“Captain!” J’hana exclaimed. Vansen and Baxter both turned to face her. “We have a shuttlecraft leaving bay one. Somebody overrode the lockouts.”

“Little scamp,” Baxter muttered.

“That little scamp is about to get abducted by that massive Gorn destroyer out there if we don’t reel him back in!” Vansen exclaimed.

“Do it,” Baxter called back to J’hana. “Tractor beams.”

“He’s already out of range. Heading into Gorn territory.”

“Damn it,” Baxter said. “Pursuit course.”

“You’re in no position to give orders around here anymore,” Vansen said, and Baxter felt as if he’d just been given a verbal vasectomy. Vansen then went over to the conn, resting her hands on the chair. “Ensign Ayalla, pursuit course. Full impulse. Sefelt, raise the Gorn. Inform them of the situation.”

Sefelt pulled on his collar nervously. “Uh-huh. Which is?”

“Escaped half-breed changeling.”

“That’s a new one,” Sefelt said, as he tapped at his console.

Baxter looked back at J’hana. “Why aren’t you running the comm system anymore?”

J’hana shrugged. “The Captain felt that diplomacy was not my strong suit.”

Moments later, Daveth Lerath was on the viewscreen, eyes, well, bugging. “Captain Vansen! This trespass into our realm is unacceptable. Have your reconnaissance vehicle turn around immediately.”

“That reconnaissance vehicle is being piloted by the son of one of our crew. He’s a harmless boy just blowing off some steam. We ask you, we implore you, to let us clean up this mess ourselves and return to our space. Then we can recommence negotiations.”

“Unacceptable,” the Gorn said. “You will concede to our demands and release Harth, his crew, and his ship, immediately, or we will destroy the shuttle.”

J’hana looked up from her panel. “The Keritas is moving toward the shuttle. Arming weapons. Sir…sirs…she has us beat by several kilometers.”

“But she’s in weapons range,” Baxter said. “Arm phasers and photon torpdeos.”

“Are you crazy?” Vansen asked. “We fire on a Gorn vessel, and the Federation is at war.”

“We don’t fire, and they fire on Plato, and that can’t happen,” Baxter replied, standing toe to toe with Vansen.

“I need another option,” Vansen said, returning to the center of the bridge, waving Baxter off as if he didn’t exist.

“Perhaps we should give them what they want,” Gage suggested.

“We haven’t heard from the Federation yet,” Vansen said.

“Keritas closing on the shuttle. Weapons range in five, four, three…”

“Do it, Vansen!” Baxter said. “A Captain is supposed to make snap decisions. Be a leader and make a f***ing decision, before it’s too late!”

Vansen didn’t even look at Baxter. “Sefelt, open a channel. Keritas, this is Explorer. We agree to your demands. The Minkta and crew will be released to you within the week.”

There was a long pause, and only the soft subspace static over the speakers could be heard on the bridge.

“Explorer, this is Keritas. That would be…acceptable.” Baxter could almost hear the smile on Lerath’s lips. “Return to your side of the border. We shall deliver your wayward shuttle to you, as well as the ‘courier’ vessel.”

“With the kid in one piece…” Baxter said.

“If you wish,” Lerath replied. “And be glad I was in a good mood today, or else matters might have turned out much differently.”

Vansen turned around and sank in her command chair. “Starfleet’s going to have me over a fence for this.”

“That’s the price of sitting in the big chair,” Baxter said, sitting down next to Vansen. “Still want to sit there?”

“More than you know,” Vansen said. “Find another ship, Baxter. This one’s mine.”

Baxter folded his arms. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“This will be fun,” J’hana whispered to Tilleran.



“Fire again!” Conway called out, watching the upper and lower aft sections of the Aerostar shoot off in different directions, running the three of the four Cardassian ships off with rapid-fire phaser blasts. “All modules, fire all weapons. Multiple vectors, full spread!”

“It is working, sir,” Larkin said. “Whoever designed multivector assault mode was not entirely insane, after all.”

“Thank goodness,” Conway said, as he watched the last Cardassian ship pitch and yawn under the barrage of the Aerostar saucer’s weapons. “Hold fire and hail that ship. Tell them to surrender and prepare to be boarded.”

Gellar checked his panel. “Getting no response, sir.” He looked again. “Oh, wait. Here comes one: ‘Die human scum.’”

Conway and Larkin exchanged glances. “That’s not good.”

“Warp core spike!” Gellar called out.

Conway lept to his feet. “Ford, get us out of here!”

The Aerostar saucer veered steep to port just as the last Kelden- class ship erupted in a blaze of white light.

After the shock wave passed, Conway fell back into his chair. “Whew, that was close.”

“That behavior was atypical of interstellar privateers,” Larkin said.

“Yeah,” Conway grunted. “These aren’t just bandits we’re dealing with. This is personal.”

Larkin nodded. “Indeed.”

Conway looked up at ops. “Status on the Breen ship?”

Lt. Saral looked over her readouts. “Heading once again for warp core breach, sir.”

“Damn it all,” Conway said. “Transporters, I want you to…”

“Stand by,” Saral said.

Several moments passed.

“Well?” Conway blurted.

“The breach has been averted.”

“Whew,” Conway said again, and leaned back against his chair. “That’s a relief.”

“However, there seems to be one fewer human lifesign. And no Bewhal life signs at all.”



Baxter tried not to stare at Plato as he sat opposite him on Janice Browning’s couch. It was amazing. The guy looked like he’d aged four or five years in the three months he’d been away. He barely recognized him. Not only that, but he didn’t look at Baxter with awe or love, like he had before. Now it was more like grim determination, even aloofness. Baxter wondered if it was really worth staying on the Explorer after all.

“You could have been killed,” Browning sniffled from behind Baxter, pacing.

Baxter knelt by Plato. “You realize you can’t go off on shuttles anytime you want, right, buddy?”

“I’m not a little boy anymore, Andy.” No “uncle.” Baxter winced. “You don’t have to call me buddy. You don’t have to sugarcoat things. I know I did wrong.”

“And you’re not going to do it again,” Baxter said. “Not without consequences. We can’t protect you from Vansen while she’s in command.”

“You don’t need to protect me from Captain Vansen,” Plato said. “I can take care of myself. That’s why I ran off. I just feel like, sometimes, I need to go. I need to run…”

“Well, you can do that on the ship, or in a holodeck,” Browning said. “But you can’t leave the ship whenever you want. Not without some supervision.”

“Unless I leave permanently,” Plato said, folding his arms. “Unless I go back to live with the Changelings.”

“Is that what you really want?” Baxter asked. “To go back to the Gamma Quadrant?”

He angled his eyes at Browning, shrugged. “Not really.”

“Then what do you want, son?” Baxter asked, standing up.

“To be treated like a man,” Plato said. “For you to deal straight with me.”

“That’s fair,” Browning said.

Baxter sighed. “We’re still out of sorts here, your mom and me. We’ve only been back a few days. It’s going to take some time for all of us to adjust to things around here.”

“Yeah,” Plato said, looking down. He looked up. “Say, where’s Kelly? And Chris?”

Browning and Baxter looked at each other.

“I’ll let you field that one, Janice.” He headed toward the door. “I’ve got to see a woman about a ship.”

“Say, Andy,” Plato called out as Baxter headed toward the door.

“Yeah?”

“If you really want to, I guess we could go fishing or something tomorrow. You know, whatever.”

Baxter smiled. “All right.”

Browning sighed as Baxter left. “Now then,” she said. “Maybe I do need to stop treating you like a little kid. Let’s set up a curfew. Something reasonable. And before curfew, you can go wherever you want.” Plato’s eyes lit up. “As long as it’s on the ship. And doesn’t put you in imminent danger.”

“Aw, mom…”



“The Breen vessel is hailing us,” Gellar said.

Conway leaned forward. “On screen.”

Two Breen in environmental suits appeared on the screen, squarking in that familiar metallic tone that so grated on Conway’s nerves. He hated dealing with the Breen.

“Get on with it,” he growled. “Tell me my people are dead. I can handle it.” He glanced over at Larkin, who was biting her trembling lip. He could handle it, but she probably couldn’t.

Just then, one of the Breen removed his helmet, revealing the head of Commander Chris Richards, looking rather small in the big Breen suit.

“Sorry about that. I forgot what we sounded like with the helmets on.”

“Chris?” Conway asked. “What the hell happened?”

“Kamtezen and I coaxed two Breen out of their suits so that we could crawl into the warp core chamber and repair the dilithium crystals. Damn handy, these suits are.” His eyes widened. “Damn. I forgot. Those two guys are still down in cryostasis. Gotta do something about that…”

Kamtezen removed his helmet, and Conway could swear he heard Larkin swoon.

“So you’re both okay over there?”

Kamtezen nodded. “Yes. For the moment, the ship’s in one piece.”

“What do you mean, for the moment?”

“The warp core’s going to need to be closely monitored during the trip back to Breen space,” Richards said. “And it doesn’t appear that anyone on this crew is fit to handle that job. They’re apparently circus performers of some sort. A couple of them have basic maintenance training, but not enough to ensure that they make it to port in one piece.”

“That’s their problem,” Conway said. “Tell them to dump their core and we’ll tow them to a Starbase. They can find a ride home from there.”

“I think I have a better idea, Captain,” Richards said.

Conway chuckled. “I’d love to hear it, Chris, because I can’t just give them an engineer.”

“Actually, you can.”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. The Explorer is holding position just outside of Gorn space, awaiting the arrival of the Federation courier ship recently released back into Federation custody after what I’m sure was a harrowing few days with the hostile and irritating Gorn.

I can relate.

Meanwhile, Commodore Woodall has already contacted me to let me know how displeased he is that I lost all our bargaining posture with the Gorn just because a shipboard brat wanted to take a joyride. I didn’t even bother trying to explain. What’s done is done. Captain Harth and his ship, the Minkta, have been released, remanded back over to the Breen. Whatever havoc he wreaks on the Federation now will no doubt be blamed on me.

This probably isn’t the last hit my career will take, but I knew that when I signed on for this job. Still, I can’t help but blame one person for the ringing headache I have right now.



Captain Andy Baxter let out a long sigh as he stood outside the readyroom.

“Come,” a tired voice replied.

Baxter ducked into the room, wincing again at Vansen’s choice of decor. It was just so… modern and professional. Certificates for meritorious conduct, abstract art, frilly plants and throw pillows. It was all just so…not him.

“What do you want, Baxter?” Vansen asked. “Haven’t you bugged me enough today?”

Baxter stepped into the room, letting the doors close behind him. “Actually, I expected you to thank me.”

Vansen’s brow creased. “What for?”

“For helping you make the right decision. For advising you. For keeping you on course.”

“You’re giving yourself way too much credit, Baxter. I’d have made the same decision whether you were there or not. It just happens that I had to be irritated by you while making my decision.”

Baxter leaned forward and planted his hands on the desk–her desk. “You need me.”

“Like a hole in the head.”

“You’re going to go far in Starfleet, Vansen,” Baxter said. He turned around and gestured grandly at the readyroom. “One day you’ll leave all this far behind.” He turned to face her. “Wouldn’t it be nice, before your career really kicks into high gear, to be able to truly boss me around?”

“This is the most pathetic plea for a job I’ve ever heard,” Vansen said.

Baxter leaned forward again, this time with fire in his eyes. “Okay, how about this: If you don’t name me first officer, I’ll stay on this ship as a civilian resident. I’ll resign my commission and stay here, indefinitely.”

“You wouldn’t…”

“I would, and believe me, if you think I’m making your life miserable now, you haven’t seen anything. And since I’m a civilian, you not only wouldn’t be able to order me around, but you’d also have to protect my life with yours.” He gritted his teeth. “Or you could have me under your thumb. Reporting to you. Constrained by my Starfleet oath to do your bidding. No matter how…loathsome I find it.”

“When you put it like that…” Vansen said, a slow smile spreading across her lips. “I’m liking this idea more and more.”

“Thought you’d see it my way.”

Vansen locked eyes with Baxter, her smile instantly fading. “But what prompted you to do this? What made you so eager to swallow your pride?”

Baxter thought of his ship, his wife, his daughter, his best friends, and his godson, and it was his turn to smile. “Because some things are more important than pride, Vansen. See you in the morning.”

“Zero hundred,” Vansen corrected. “You can start with night shift.” She grinned. “Followed by day shift.”

“Thanks, ever so much!” Baxter called over his shoulder, and left the readyroom.



“You cannot do this, Father,” Larkin said, sitting uselessly on the edge of Richards’s guest bed, hands folded in her lap, as he gathered his few belongings into a satchel and slung it over his shoulder.

“It’s the right thing to do, Larkin,” Richards said. “I’ve got a lot of things to think about, and I thought I could do it here. But all I’m doing is getting in the way of the relationship you’re trying to build. I’ve messed up enough relationships already. No need to add another.”

“But I want you here,” she said.

Richards turned around, pulled the android up into a hug. “And I’ll always be here, just as you’ll always be with me.”

“That makes no sense.”

“Parenthood never does,” Richards said. “Tell Kamtezen I’m sorry. And, when and if I get back to the Explorer, I hope you two come visit.”

“I would like that,” Larkin said. “Would you like me to walk with you to the transporter room?”

“No need,” Richards said, and smiled. “I think I’ll be okay on my own.” And he walked out of the room and down the hall, whistling all the way.

Once the doors closed, Larkin tapped her combadge. “Kammy, you can come in now.”

And the door opened, allowing Lt. Kamtezen to come in. The engineer had been waiting in the conference room across the hall. “Is he gone?”

“He has departed,” Larkin said, standing up and wrapping her arms around Kamtezen.

“Whew, that’s a relief,” Kamtezen said, as they embraced.

“Do you think we should have told him?” she asked.

“I think he has enough to deal with at the moment,” Larkin said, pulling Kamtezen close and kissing him deeply on the mouth.

“Maybe you’re right.”



Once Steffie had been put to bed, Baxter returned to his desk and sat down. First thing tomorrow, he’d unpack these boxes that had piled up in his quarters. It was time that this place resembled a home again, even if all wasn’t quite as it once was.

But right now, he had news, about his new post on the Explorer, and all that had transpired since he’d come back aboard. There was only one person in the universe he wanted to talk to.

He punched a few controls, opening up a comm channel to Waystation, requesting the guest quarters of Counselor Kelly Peterman.

The system hung there, Federation emblem spinning, for several moments.

Finally, a message popped up on the screen, blinking in big, ugly, block letters.

“RECIPIENT UNAVAILABLE. RECIPIENT UNAVAILABLE. RECIPIENT UNAVAILABLE.”

“Figures,” Baxter said, and closed the channel, leaning back in his chair. “Nobody’s where they’re supposed to be lately.”



Aboard the U.S.S. Idlewild, which had broken off from the Explorer and set a course for its next destination, a lone figure sat in the vacant ship’s lounge and stared out the window, watching the Explorer disappear in the distance as the Idlewild lept into warp.

He leaned back, took several long puffs on his cigar, and put his feet up on the table. “Sorry, boy, but a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do.”

The doors to the lounge parted, and light poured in from the corridor outside.

“Do you ever sleep?” a voice asked from the doorway.

Admiral Harlan Baxter looked at the shadowed figure and laughed. “Not when I’m on a mission, young lady. We got caught by the Gorn while we were on maneuvers. I got careless. But no more slip-ups. I won’t blink an eye the rest of the way.”

“That’s not what this is about,” the lilting voice said. “You’re worried about Andy.” The woman leaned against the doorframe, her lean, graceful figure making a pleasing silhouette even as a plume of cigar smoke passed by her. “You’re afraid he’s going to die before all this is over.”

Harlan leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. His gaze stiffened into one of pure, unbridled resolve. “That, my dear, is the least of my f***ing worries.”



THE END.



NEXT:



Counselor Peterman thinks a visit to Waystation is just what she needs to clear her head and get her affairs in order. What she finds, though, is that she’s not the only one who needs help. Will Peterman be able to help President Dillon work through his emotional problems in time, and will she be able to work through her own? Find out in the new story written by Alan Decker!




Station Keeping



Captain Andy Baxter punched a few controls, opening up a comm channel to Waystation, requesting the guest quarters of Counselor Kelly Peterman.

The system hung there, Federation emblem spinning, for several moments.

Finally, a message popped up on the screen, blinking in big, ugly, block letters.

“RECIPIENT UNAVAILABLE. RECIPIENT UNAVAILABLE. RECIPIENT UNAVAILABLE.”

“Figures,” Baxter said, and closed the channel. “Nobody’s where they’re supposed to be lately.”



WAYSTATION THREE DAYS EARLIER



They were Starfleet-style quarters, right down to the furnishings. Everything- the bed, the sink, the replicator- was so close to what she’d known for the last several years on the Explorer.

But it was all wrong. All of it.

Kelly Peterman sat on the edge of her bed and fought back another round of tears. For better or worse, this was home now. She’d made her choice to stay on Waystation. Even if she wanted to leave, which she didn’t, the Explorer was gone, departed hours earlier with her daughter and husband.

She told herself that it wasn’t forever. Certainly she couldn’t stay away from Steffie that long.

And then there was Andy.

She would return to them, but first she had some other issues to deal with. Federation President Bradley Dillon had dragged the Explorer across the quadrant then trapped Peterman, Captain Baxter, Commander Chris Richards, and Dr. Janice Browning back on 21st century Earth just so he could pursue a personal matter, a matter that had evidently ended unsuccessfully. Now President Dillon was back in his own time and returning to his job as though nothing had happened. That kind of denial was not healthy.

She owed it to the Federation to help Bradley through his problems. He needed to face them and deal with them, not hide from them behind his work. Peterman would make this happen, no matter how long it took.

First thing tomorrow, she would settle the issue of her posting here and then track down Bradley. For tonight, though, she needed to settle into her new home.

It was quiet. So quiet. She’d had a bit of trouble adjusting to sleeping in the 21st century due to the noise from the street running outside of their apartment building. Back in the 24th century, she’d quickly readjusted to the sound of starship engines thrumming constantly in the background. But Waystation was not a starship, and its reactors powered the station’s systems without so much as a hum.

And then there was the view. Or lack thereof.

Her quarters on the Explorer had several windows giving her a view out to stars streaking past or a planet slowly spinning by if the ship was in orbit.

Now she just had four blank walls. No windows. No animals. No Steffie.

And no husband.

Andy’s face flashed into her mind. The look. The hurt in his eyes when she told him she was remaining on Waystation. And then he left, pushing away the stroller holding their daughter, a little girl barely over a year old. Would she cry when she realized Mommy was gone? Had she cried when Peterman left in the 21st century?

Peterman shook the thought from her mind and stood up from the bed.

She had to focus. She had a duty to the Federation. If Bradley Dillon was in emotional pain, which he obviously was, she had to help him. Everything else was secondary.



Several decks away, Federation President Bradley Dillon hummed along to one of his favorite sections of the opera “Boris Godunov” as he air conducted the music playing through his bedchamber with one hand while finishing up his preparations for bed with he other.

He strolled over to his beside table and took a last sip from the cup of warm milk sitting on a saucer there, then slipped off his burgundy dressing gown, revealing the royal blue Yridian silk pajamas underneath, and climbed up into the massive four poster bed which dominated the rear wall of his bedroom.

With a contented sigh, Bradley snuggled into the sheets and lay his head on the down pillows shipped there from Earth. “Lights out,” he declared, plunging the room into darkness.

It was good to be home.

He’d been away far too long. But now he could get back into the normal routine of his life, a routine he hadn’t been able to perform in over a year.

At least while Bradley was traveling on the Explorer in his effort to locate the Bast, he had been able to keep fairly well abreast of events in both the Federation government and his Dillon Enterprises business empire.

For the last three months, however, he had been completely out of touch as he visited Earth’s past.

Three months. Yet for him it had only been three weeks. The disparity was disconcerting, but he would adjust. As soon as he returned to the 24th century, he had made use of the resources available to him on the Aerostar-A to bring himself up to date on events that had occurred in his absence. Fortunately, when a government was a stable as the Federation’s, there were few surprises. And any situations that had occurred while he was away were more than adequately handled by his Vice President, Heran Roloi, in the case of the government, and his Chief Financial Officer, Mister Auditmi, in the case of Dillon Enterprises business.

Still, three months was quite a long time. When Captain Conway of the Aerostar-A had informed him of the length of time that had passed, Bradley had been tempted to use his temporal vortex generator, the device that had transported him and the Explorer officers to Earth’s past, to return to the 24th century far sooner. He realized, however, that this action would create more questions and problems than he cared to deal with.

There was also the slight matter that he had completely lost his taste for time travel. As far as he was concerned, the temporal vortex generator should be destroyed.

Bradley suddenly realized he wasn’t alone in his bedchamber. He wasn’t sure how he knew, but he had a feeling, the same feeling he’d gotten a year earlier when that Madison woman who claimed to work for an outfit called Section 31 appeared in his rooms on the Explorer.

“Lights,” Bradley ordered, sitting up.

The lights flared to life and proved Bradley correct. One of the leather arm chairs in the sitting area at the end of his bed was currently occupied, but not by Agent Madison. Instead, Bradley saw an older woman who was smiling kindly at him. Her shiny black outfit was more than a bit reminiscent of Madison’s, though.

“Good evening, Mister Dillon,” the woman said, a British accent evident in her words. “I hope I didn’t startle you too badly.”

“Not at all,” Bradley replied. “I cannot say that I am accustomed to receiving guests at this hour, Miss…”

“Just call me Rosalyn. And I think you’ve been visited like this before.”

“True. That does not mean I am accustomed to it. And quite frankly, I can’t imagine while you’re here. I already told your Agent Madison that my actions would not endanger the Federation, and that had been borne out. What additional business could your so-called Section 31 have with me?”

“I assure you that I am not associated with Agent Madison. I am simply here to see about a time machine,” Rosalyn said.

“The temporal vortex generator,” Bradley said. “You want me to give it to you?”

“If you wouldn’t mind.”

Bradley laughed. “Now why would I hand a device with that kind of power over to you?”

“You will hand it over to me precisely because it has that kind of power. The residents of this era have no business mucking about with the time stream.”

“Mucking about? Is that what you call what I did?”

“There were bigger forces at work, Mister Dillon. We both know that. I simply wish to prevent any further…”

“Take it,” Bradley interrupted.

“Take it?” Rosalyn repeated, surprised.

“I have no more use for the damn thing,” Bradley said, sliding down from his bed and heading over to the safe hidden behind one of his wooden wall panels. He opened the safe, removed the vortex generator, and handed it to Rosalyn. “Now I am trusting that you will not be putting this device to nefarious use.”

“Wouldn’t be worth the bother,” Rosalyn said with a smile. She extended her hand to Bradley. “Thank you, Mister President.”

“You’re welcome,” Bradley said, shaking her hand distractedly. He really just wanted this over with and to return to bed. He suddenly felt something press against his wrist and looked down to see a small hypospray head, which was poking out from a mounting hidden inside Rosalyn’s sleeve, touching his hand. In an instant, his world went blurry.

“You disposed of the vortex generator,” Rosalyn said, her voice a soothing whisper. “And I was never here.”

“You…never here,” Bradley mumbled, then collapsed to the floor.



The office had been quiet for several moments now as Captain Lisa Beck let out several deep breaths and fidgeted with her ear. Across the desk from Beck, Kelly Peterman sat unmoving in her chair, her eyes locked on Waystation’s commanding officer waiting for a response.

“You want to be our counselor?” Beck said finally. Someway, somehow, Captain Andy Baxter was responsible for this. He wasn’t here to annoy Beck in person, so now he was sending members of his family after her. What had she ever done to him?

“Yes, ma’am,” Peterman said eagerly.

“Aren’t you already the Explorer’s counselor?”

“They found a replacement while we were…in my absence. Besides, I would like a change. Look for new challenges, you know?”

“But here?”

“I think I could be useful on Waystation.”

“Er…”

“And you don’t have a counselor currently,” Peterman stated.

“That’s true,” Beck said hesitantly. Waystation’s previous counselor, Ray Miller, had left under mysterious circumstances about two years earlier. He said it was some kind of secret project, but Beck couldn’t imagine what kind of secret project would need a counselor…especially one like Miller.

“Then this would fit both of our needs perfectly,” Peterman said.

“Counselor,” Beck said, putting her hands together and resting them on her desk as she leaned forward to address Peterman. “This just isn’t the way Starfleet does things. There are forms to fill out. Oh Great Bird are there forms to fill out. I’d be surprised if Command had even gotten around to completing the ‘Missing Officer’ work on you, much less the ‘Oh Wait, She’s Not Missing’ and the ‘What Was She Doing While She Was Gone’ pieces.”

“Actually, Commander Larkin took care of all of that when the Aerostar-A brought us back to the 24th century,” Peterman replied.

Beck smiled weakly. “Nothing like having an android on your side,” she said.

“Absolutely. Of course, she’s not really on my side anymore. She’s on Captain Conway’s. Well technically we’re all on the same side, but she serves at his side…and on his ship…and not on mine…not that I’m on a ship anymore.”

“I got it,” Beck said, holding up her hand for Peterman to stop. If that didn’t work, she would either resort to begging or a phaser.

“In any case, I’m free to be your counselor.”

“Uh huh. Can I be blunt with you for a moment, Peterman?”

“Sure.”

“We don’t need you.”

“Don’t be silly. Of course you do.” Her eyes narrowed at Beck. “Don’t tell me you’re one of those people who doesn’t believe in counseling.”

“Not at all. It’s just…to be honest the Waniquanbi Group has been satisfying all of our counseling needs.”

“The Waniquanbi Group?” Peterman asked confused. “Who is that?”

“It’s a private psychology practice that opened up here nine months ago. In exchange for space on the station, they provide mental health care to all Starfleet personnel on board. So far, it’s been a great arrangement for all concerned.”

“You privatized your counseling?” Peterman asked in horror.

“Um…yes,” Beck said confused as to why this was an issue.

“But another Starfleet counselor could have…”

“No one wanted to come out here,” Beck snapped, finally having had enough. “We solved the problem, though. We’re fine. Thanks for the offer. Now if you don’t mind, I have work to do. Feel free to talk to Commander Morales or Yeoman Jones about arranging transportation back to the Explorer. Goodbye.”

“I still want the position,” Peterman said firmly.

“Excuse me?”

“You never filled the Counselor post, so it’s available. I want it.”

“Weren’t you listening? You won’t have any clients.”

“Maybe. Maybe not,” Peterman said. “Maybe some of the crew would prefer an actual Starfleet counselor over some civilian.” That was of secondary concern to her, though. President Dillon wouldn’t be going to the Waniquanbi Group. In fact, unless Peterman took action, Bradley probably wouldn’t talk through his problems with anyone at all. He was the only client she needed on Waystation.

“Fine,” Beck said, throwing her hands up. “If I say no, you’ll probably just go above my head anyway. If you want the job, it’s yours. Have fun.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Peterman said grinning as she stood up from her chair. “You have my word that I will do my best for sake of the Federation.”

Beck stared at her blankly. “Yeah,” she said after a couple of moments. “You do that. Bye now.”

Peterman gave her a jovial wave, then headed out of Beck’s office, her mind racing with ideas about President Dillon. He had nothing to worry about. Help was on the way.



Moments after he stepped into the reception area of his office, Bradley Dillon found himself trapped inside a pair of steely arms.

“Mister Dillon!” Gisele, his assistant of many years exclaimed happily, squeezing Bradley one more time before releasing him and retreating back to her desk. Bradley grinned as he smoothed out his slightly-rumpled suit. He’d never seen Gisele react like that, but it was nice to know she was doing it for him. “We’ve missed you, sir,” she said, forcing herself back into a more professional demeanor.

“I’ve missed you as well,” Bradley said, patting her warmly on the hand. “Is everything where I left it?”

“Most certainly. I checked it myself as soon as I got back to Waystation from the Explorer.”

“Ah yes. I hope the trip back wasn’t too stressful for you. I know my departure was rather…abrupt.”

“I’m just glad to know you’re okay. What happened?”

“A lot and nothing,” Bradley replied enigmatically. “I’ll explain it all to everyone in my speech this evening. I can’t have the populous thinking I abandoned them.”

“No one would ever believe that.”

“Of course they would,” Bradley said heading toward his office doors. “But not after they’ve heard what I have to say. I expect to be working for most of the morning, Gisele. Please alert me should anything urgent arise.”

“Yes, Mister Dillon.”

Bradley entered the confines of his office, allowed the doors to close behind him, and let out a contented sigh as he surveyed its majesty. Dark wood paneling. Floor to ceiling bookcases filled with antique leather-bound volumes. A desk that practically had its own gravitational pull. This was the place he felt most himself. His very own private sanctum sanctorum.

He strolled happily over to the desk and tapped a switch, causing a bookcase on the right wall to spin around revealing a mini-bar and replicator, then went and ordered up his morning meal. Initially he’d entertained the thought of having breakfast at the Waystation food court, just to mingle with his constituents a little bit, but he’d awakened that morning so rested and refreshed that he’d wanted to get to his office and get right to work. He knew that he was anxious to be home and in his own bed, but he hadn’t expected to sleep so soundly. Evidently the relief he’d felt at disposing of that infernal temporal vortex generator and finally finishing this chaotic phase of his life had allowed him to go positively unconscious.

But now it was time for work! As was his custom, he started his morning with a perusal of the states of his various business ventures and accounts. Construction was proceeding apace on the new Starfleet Suites Hotel being built within easy reach of the Mall of Antares. His chain of Dillon’s Supply Depots was performing adequately, but not spectacularly. Over the next few days, he would have to hold a conference comm with his store managers to discuss marketing possibilities to push things along. They were usually a good group when they put their heads together.

Satisfied that his business affairs were in order, Bradley pulled up his personal messages as he prepared to comm Gerald Bouvier, his presidential aide who acted as his eyes and ears in the Federation Capital on Earth. As he expected, there was not much there. Very few people were able to comm him directly without going through Gisele or his aides in the Federation government. There were, however, five comms from his parents. He idly activated the most recent one.

“Bradley, it’s your mother. Are you ever coming back? Well, when you do, give us a comm. Oh, have you heard from your brother lately? We haven’t had a peep out of him in a couple of years now! Go use some of that power of yours to make him comm his parents. Bye.”

Bradley rolled his eyes. He was the President of the United Federation of Planets and the CEO of an interplanetary business conglomerate. He had far better things to do with his time than track down wayward family members. His brother would turn up. He always did. If their parents wanted to talk to him that badly, they could find him themselves.

Shoving that particular bit of nonsense forcefully out of his mind, Bradley activated the comm unit in his desk and attempted to contact Gerald Bouvier’s office on Earth. Moments later, the thin face of his aide appeared on the viewscreen.

“Mister President!” Bouvier exclaimed in his heavy French accent. “It is good to see you again, sir.”

“And you, Gerald. How is my Federation this morning?”

Gerald frowned. “You do not know?”

“Know what?”

“I assumed they would have… Ah. Wait. Allow me to start over.”

“Perhaps you should,” Bradley said, his mood darkening rapidly.

“All of Paris is abuzz with the news of your return, but your absence has raised even more questions in the Federation Council. Many of them were not happy with your mission on the Explorer to begin with, but now…if the rumors are true…”

“And what rumors would those be?”

“That you attempted to alter the timeline for your own gain.”

Bradley threw his head back and laughed. “Is that what they’re saying?” he asked, regaining control of himself.

“Yes, Mister President. The Council is quite disturbed by this perceived misuse of your office.”

“And they would have every right to be…if it were true.”

“Which it is not,” Gerald said, relief evident in his voice.

“Not at all,” Bradley said. “But these rumors must be dispelled. I’ve prepared a speech that I would like to deliver across the Federation this evening.”

“You prepared? But your speech writers…”

“I needed to handle this one myself, Gerald. Just make sure that AWN and UFPN are on board to carry the broadcast. If Krinokor wants in, that’s fine, too. The Klingons may be interested in what I have to say.”

Gerald shifted uncomfortably. “Tonight may be a problem,” he said.

“And why is that?”

“When the Council learned that you had returned, they quickly formed a committee to investigate your activities. Their ship should be arriving at Waystation sometime today. That’s what I thought you were comming about.”

“Who’s on the committee?” Bradley asked.

“Councilor P’Kee of Vulcan, Nransk of Andor, Drubk of Tellar, Lundhet of Althos Four, and Oncan Gresell of Napea.”

“Some of my biggest fans,” Bradley muttered sarcastically.

“They volunteered.”

“I don’t doubt it. Thank you for the information, Gerald. I’ll prepare for their arrival.”

“Will you be canceling your speech?”

“Yes, but get the networks on board for tomorrow. If P’Kee and his cohorts want to have an inquisition, they can do it in front of a live Federation audience.”

Gerald nodded. “Good luck, Mister President.”

“I appreciate the sentiment, but I don’t think luck is going to resolve this situation. I’ll be in touch.” Bradley smacked his hand against the comm panel, cutting the channel, then leaned back in his desk chair, lost in thought.

None of the five Councilors on the committee had been pleased that Bradley had bought his way into power three years earlier. He had hoped that after some time had passed, they would let the matter drop and get on with the business of government. Obviously, that was not the case. They seemed to believe that recent events had given them the opportunity they needed to start the process of removing him from power.

They were mistaken.

Of course, that was no reason for him not to be a gracious host. He would be very gracious…within reason.

He tapped the comm panel on his desk again. “Gisele?”

“Yes, Mister Dillon?” Gisele’s voice replied.

“I will be visiting Starfleet Square Mall shortly.”

“I’ll alert the Special Secret Section for you.”

“Thank you.”



A soft chime sounded, alerting Yeoman Tina Jones to the arrival of someone into Waystation’s Welcome Center located on the lower level of Starfleet Square Mall. She looked up from her console, where she had been logging her visitors for the day, to welcome the newcomer. It was a Welcome Center after all.

As it happened, the new arrival wasn’t much of a newcomer after all.

“President Dillon!” Jones exclaimed, jumping up from her chair and coming around the silver circular desk to greet Bradley as his Special Secret Section agents flanked the exit.

“Tina, please. We’ve known each other too long for you to use formal titles with me. It’s Bradley.”

“But I don’t think I’ve ever called you Bradley,” Jones said, squinting a bit as she tried to remember.

“Then now is a perfect time to start,” he said, gesturing for her to come sit with him in the lounge area by the information rack and the holovision screen. “I like what the renovations to your office,” he added, looking around. “When was this done?”

“About a year ago. Traffic has increased through the station, so Captain Beck decided it was time we moved up from a Liaison Office to a Welcome Center. I even have assistants now! Well, mostly it’s just Hypple, but there are a couple of others who work here occasionally.”

“Hypple? As in the Multek?”

“Yeah. He’s been great. Really. And I’ve needed the help, since I’ve started taking night classes at the Starfleet Academy annex.”

“The Academy?”

“Yep. Since I’m already enlisted, I only have a few courses to take to become an officer. I’ve even picked out a specialty already. Security. It’s going to be great.”

“I’m happy for you then.”

“Thanks!” Jones said cheerily. “Now was there something that you needed?”

“I can’t just come by to chat?”

Jones chuckled. “Come on, Mister Dillon…I mean Bradley. You never come by to just chat.”

“I’ve been gone a while.”

“But you still want my help with something.”

“Yes,” Bradley admitted. “Several members of the Federation Council will be arriving this afternoon, and I wanted to make sure their accommodations are in order before they arrive. I would get the rooms at the Starfleet Suites, but I can’t have any appearance of impropriety here. And since it is my hotel…”

“I understand.”

“I knew you would,” Bradley said, pulling a small padd out of his suit coat. “Here are the details.”

“You could have just transmitted this to me,” Jones said.

“True. But then I wouldn’t have been able to see you in person,” Bradley replied, flashing the charismatic smile that had sold more than one used starship in a previous career.

“Oh!” Jones said suddenly, her attention focused on the Welcome Center entrance. “Did I tell you that…”

“Mister President,” Counselor Peterman interrupted urgently, rushing over to the pair.

“…Counselor Peterman decided to stay on board,” Jones finished, deflating.

“No,” Bradley said coldly, eyes locked on Peterman. “I was not aware of that turn of events. Don’t you have a family to care for, Counselor?”

“I had a more pressing concern. You,” Peterman replied.

“Me?” Bradley said, laughing in surprise. “Why would you possibly be concerned about me?”

“That’s why we need to talk.”

“Talk? You mean you wish to be my counselor.”

“We already started the process in New Mexico. We just need to continue the strides we made there.”

Bradley rose from his seat and straightened his suit coat with a stiff tug. “This is neither the time nor the place for this discussion. And considering there will never be a time or place for it, we must be finished. Thank you for your assistance, Tina. Good day, Counselor.” Bradley strode past Peterman, heading for the exit.

“Don’t walk away from me, Bradley..”

Bradley stopped in mid-step, then turned back to Peterman.

“I was not aware that we were on a first name basis, Counselor. Or that you outranked a President.”

“I just want to help you.”

“I will keep that in mind, should I require help, which I do not,” Bradley said, his voice rising with each word. He caught himself and lowered his tone. “I appreciate your concern, but I can assure you, as I believe I have already assured you, I am fine. Better than fine actually because I am home where I belong. Can the same be said for you?”

“You’re not fine. We have to talk about what happened.”

“You were there. I don’t see a point in rehashing it. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a great deal to do.” Before Peterman could respond, Bradley exited the Welcome Center, leaving Jones and Peterman alone.

“That man needs me,” Peterman said, shaking her head sadly.

“He seemed fine to me,” Jones said.

Peterman’s head whipped toward Jones. “Are you a counselor now?”

“Um…no, but…”

“Then stay off my turf!” Peterman snapped before storming out of the Welcome Center, muttering under her breath as she went.

Jones rolled her eyes as she headed to back her desk. “And she thinks he needs counseling? Right.”



She stalked around the confines of her spartan office like a panther…or maybe more like a house cat. Like Fritz. Fritz, the one who had been controlled by a Bast, who had taken over her mind, who had driven her away from…

No. He was just a cat. None of this was his fault. There was no fault. Everything would be fine. Peterman would return to the Explorer and her family as soon as she was finished helping Bradley Dillon. That was just the way it had to be.

Bradley. She cursed herself silently for making such a basic mistake. She’d gone in too hard, and in a public place! What was she thinking? All she’d managed to do was put him on the defensive.

She needed to step back and find a way to reestablish contact. She could go to his office, but there was every chance that she wouldn’t be able to get around his staff.

Unfortunately, that really only left Peterman with the option of catching Bradley out in public. That could actually be a good thing. If she spoke to him casually and didn’t force matters, she might be able to reopen the lines of communication and restore the trust in her Bradley has shown back in the 21st century when he’d revealed to her what had motivated his quest in the first place.

The trick would be finding the opportunity to speak with him. If the events of the last couple of days were any indication, Bradley did seem to visit Starfleet Square Mall at times. And knowing him, he would make his entrance to the mall by way of his own hotel. That way he could put in an appearance there, greet his guests, and check up on things with his staff.

It was certainly a place to start. And Peterman had no desire to remain in Waystation’s Counseling Office, which was located deep in the lower saucer. The only thing that the previous counselor had left behind was a padd that Peterman had found in one of the desk drawers. She had hoped it might contain case notes about the various clients who might visit her. It turned out to be porn. Otherwise, the departing Counselor Miller seemed to have stripped the place clean, which considering the one trinket he’d left behind, may have been a good thing.

Peterman could always contact the Explorer and have some of the items from her office shipped here. It would allow her to give the place some of her personality and put her future clients at ease and…

No. This was temporary. She didn’t want or need anything from the Explorer. Clients would be here to see her, not what she had hanging on the walls.

Of course, the one client she was concerned about would not be visiting this office. She was going to have to find him, and the place to do that was in Starfleet Square Mall.

Leaving the bare office behind, Peterman headed out into the corridors of Waystation where she almost ran smack into a golden-skinned alien with bulging eyes. Peterman didn’t recognize his species right off hand, but he was in a Starfleet uniform.

“Are you the new counselor?” he asked, glancing up and down the corridor sheepishly.

“Yes, I am,” she said impatiently.

“I’m Ensign Loatyl. I was wondering if…”

“Nice to meet you,” she said quickly. “I don’t mean to be rude, but there’s somewhere I really need to be right now.”

“Oh…I see. Well…” Before Loatyl could get any farther, Peterman was gone, having already charged off down the corridor on her way to the nearest turbolift to take it to Starfleet Square Mall.



For his part, Bradley was far too busy for most of the afternoon to even consider a stroll through Starfleet Square Mall. His actions over the next day or so could very well determine the future of his presidency. As much as he wanted to take the offensive in this matter, he knew that a balance was the key. He would not leave things entirely in the hands of the Council’s investigative committee, but he would not overplay his hand.

“Mister Dillon,” Gisele’s voice called over the comm as Bradley worked at his desk. “Yeoman Jones is on the line asking to speak with you.”

“Thank you, Gisele. Please put her through.”

“Right away, sir.”

“Mister President? Er…Bradley?” Yeoman Jones’s voice said.

“I’m here, Tina.”

“I just got word from Ops that your guests’ ship is about to dock at Port 16.”

“Thank you, Tina. I’ll meet you there.”

“Okay,” Jones said. Bradley heard a bit of rustling, then a muffled grunt. “Just let me…get this dress uniform…on! Jones out.”

Bradley chuckled softly as he stood up from his chair. Yeoman Jones had a way of making him smile whether she meant to or not. He remembered a few years earlier when she had been so determined to stop him from buying the naming rights to Waystation. Faced with no other options, she went and organized a telethon, which she hosted. It was adorable really. Captain Beck was lucky to have someone with Jones’s personality as the first face of Waystation many guests see. There was just something about her. If Bradley didn’t know she was so devoted to Starfleet, he’d be tempted to try to steal her away for Dillon Enterprises. He was half-tempted to try it anyway.

But now was not the time to think of such things. He stepped over to the rear wall of his office and opened a hidden panel revealing transporter controls. Then, after locating the coordinates of Docking Port 16, he activated the device, beaming himself to his desired destination.

Yeoman Jones had not arrived yet, giving Bradley a few moments alone to think about the circumstances that had led to his present situation.

Leximas had told Bradley that he had an important role to play in the events that unfolded in New Mexico of the past, yet Bradley couldn’t help wondering what that role had actually been. Had his destiny been to go back in time alone and be the one who tackled Irma? If that were so, the presence of the Explorer officers had cheated him of that destiny, since it was Captain Baxter who actually launched himself through Irma’s energy barrier and ended the battle between her and Leximas. It was only the intervention of 24th century medicine in the Aerostar-A’s sickbay that saved Baxter’s life. Therefore, if it had been Bradley’s destiny to attack Irma, his destiny was to die in the middle of a barren plateau in the 21st century. Hardly what he’d call a fitting end to his life.

Perhaps then, Leximas and the Directors knew that Baxter and his people would end up traveling to the past with Bradley. In that instance, Bradley’s role may have been simply to make sure the Explorer officers were in the right place at the right time.

But no. Leximas had clearly said that Bradley had a role to play well after everyone had met back up in New Mexico. What then was this important role? Had it simply been to provide moral support to Leximas as she battled Irma? Or maybe achieving closure with him was what allowed her to finally and completely move to a higher plane of existence. In the end, Bradley knew his questions were unanswerable and that they had little bearing on his current situation. Filing the past away, Bradley refocused himself on dealing with the present as he spotted Yeoman Jones running toward him, her long fine brown hair bouncing behind her.

“Wow,” she gasped, trying to catch her breath. “You got here fast.”

“I didn’t have to change clothes,” Bradley said.

“Oh.”

“And I used a transporter.”

“Oh. Oh! Wait. Captain Beck lets you do that?” Jones asked.

“Why would she stop me? It’s my transporter.”

“Oh. I guess you can do that sort of thing. You are the President.”

“Last time I checked,” Bradley said with a slight smile.

“Um…can I ask you something? Something kind of personal?”

“Of course. Anything?”

“Are you okay? I mean with what Counselor Peterman said earlier and all, I just wondered if anything was wrong. I know I’m not a counselor, but you could certainly talk to me. I mean you know me better than Peterman, and we’re friends…at least I think we’re friends. We’ve known each other for a while anyway.”

“Tina, I’m fine. Really. Counselor Peterman is just a tad overzealous and feels that the time we spent together entitles her to unrestricted access to my psyche whether I need her there or not. Thank you for your concern, though. I’m touched. Believe me, were I to have a problem, I would come to you long before I would even consider speaking to Kelly Peterman.”

“Okay. I just wondered. I didn’t want to pry.”

The red light on the wall outside the airlock switched to green, indicating that a vessel had docked and achieved a hard seal with the station.

“Here we go,” Bradley said, rubbing his hands together for a moment before clasping them behind his back. Jones took her lead from Bradley and adopted the same pose as the airlock slid open to admit the ship’s passengers onto the station.

A regal-looking Vulcan woman emerged first, her cold gaze immediately falling on Bradley. “President Dillon,” she said simply.

“Councilor P’Kee,” Bradley said warmly, bringing his hand forward in the traditional Vulcan salute. “Live long and prosper.”

“Indeed,” P’Kee replied stepping aside for a heavyset wrinkled Andorian male.

“Councilor Nransk,” Bradley said, bowing his head slightly.

“Dillon,” Nransk grumbled.

The remaining three Councilors filed out in turn and gave Bradley equally warm greetings. Sensing the tension in the air (and honestly it was impossible to miss), Yeoman Jones cleared her throat to grab everyone’s attention. “Welcome, Councilors. I am Yeoman Tina Jones, Waystation’s Liaison Officer. If there’s anything you need while you’re aboard to make your visit more comfortable, please don’t hesitate to contact me or anyone at Waystation’s Welcome Center. I have arranged accommodations for each of you, so if you will come with me…”

“We will not be staying at the Starfleet Suites Hotel?” P’Kee asked, arching an eyebrow.

“Since I own the hotel, I thought that offering you rooms there might seem…inappropriate,” Bradley said.

“Indeed it would,” P’Kee said. Bradley stifled a smile. Thought you had me, didn’t you, you pointy-eared pain in the ass?

“I would, however, like to invite the five of you to join me for dinner this evening,” Bradley said. “I have a private dining room set aside.”

“That would also be quite inappropriate,” P’Kee said pointedly.

“Of course,” Bradley said with a polite nod of his head. He had made the offer, and they declined. Excellent. He had done his part to dispel any notions that he might be coming into this investigation with an adversarial attitude.

“We will meet with you at 1300 hours tomorrow,” P’Kee said. “Be prepared at that time to answer our questions concerning your recent activities.”

“I would be happy to,” Bradley said. “And since I know this matter is of great interest to our citizens, I am arranging to have our session broadcast throughout the Federation.”

The Councilors exchanged glances ranging from surprised to perturbed to, in P’Kee’s case, stoic. “That is your right,” the Vulcan said.

She believes I’m digging my own grave, Bradley thought.

“We will, however, request that you give your answers while connected to a lie detector,” P’Kee added.

Bradley held the smile on his face in place by sheer force of will. A lie detector? Of all the nerve. He was the President of the Federation! He knew they wanted him to refuse. That alone would be more damning than possibly anything they could ask him at this inquisition. His only other option was to sit hooked up to a lie detector in front of a live Federation audience. But if Gerald was correct about the rumors swirling around Paris, Bradley had nothing to worry about.

“That would not trouble me in the slightest,” Bradley said, sending another round of glances flying between the Councilors.

“Very well. We shall adjourn to our rooms to rest from the journey. Until tomorrow, Mister President,” P’Kee said with a slight nod of her head before turning her attention to Jones.

“Um…I guess we should go,” Jones said, giving Bradley a brief uncomfortable look before she headed off down the corridor with the Councilors in tow. Soon after they left, the various Council aides attending P’Kee and the others swarmed out of the ship and into the corridors as Bradley stood lost in thought.

The lie detector had been an unexpected move. Bradley suspected that Nransk or maybe Lundhet, the Althoan, was behind that particular choice. It appeared that P’Kee was in charge, though, and it was she who would most likely handle the questioning. That suggested a certain formality of style to the interrogation that would probably put most viewers to sleep. That might work in Bradley’s favor should things go badly, but he honestly didn’t expect that to happen.

Tomorrow was tomorrow, though. He still had some time to prepare. On the eve of his interrogation, Bradley needed to show his constituents that he was not concerned. A public appearance would seem to be in order.



Was she really ready to do this everyday until Bradley showed himself? The mall benches were comfortable enough, and the food she’d grabbed from the carry-out counter at the Double D Diner across the concourse was quite tasty as well, even if it was a little disconcerting to have her order already cooking before she’d even talked to the woman at the counter (Evidently the whole place was staffed by Betazoids, and they knew her order as soon as got close to the diner.). Despite that, Peterman was getting bored just sitting in the mall waiting for Bradley to appear.

She was deep into considering other options when there was a great hubbub at the entrance to the Starfleet Suites Hotel. Moments later, a gaggle of Special Secret Section agents in matching dark blue suits emerged from the hotel lobby into the mall proper surrounding a figure.

Peterman resisted the urge to jump to her feet. That kind of sudden movement in the presence of the Special Secret Section was a great way to get shot. Moving slowly to her feet, she was able to confirm though a small gap in between the striding bodyguards that they were indeed encircling Bradley Dillon.

Actually, Bradley wasn’t attempting to hide his presence there. As people moved aside to make way for the President and his entourage, Bradley would take a moment to greet them, even going so far as to push past his protective guards and shake an occasional hand, all the while flashing a charismatic grin.

He’s certainly putting on a brave face, Peterman thought as she fell in behind the group, strolling along as casually as she could.

The Presidential caravan eventually made its way to the mall food court, where Bradley actually got in line at one of the stands there and ordered food. His presence was certainly causing a stir, and Peterman had a feeling that the Bolian manning the counter at Sandwich or What?, Bradley’s eatery of choice, was about to faint. Bradley was all smiles and exchanged pleasantries with the other food court patrons before finally settling into a table overlooking the hoverskating rink down on the lower level of the mall as his guards took up positions a discreet distance away.

Peterman watched Bradley for several more minutes as he spoke with the various beings who came over to talk to him, and then it finally clicked. Bradley couldn’t have Leximas, so he was looking elsewhere for affection. In this case, rather than romantic love, he was seeking adoration from the citizens of the Federation, most of whom were overwhelmed to be in the presence of a President.

This was not the way to deal with what happened.

Steeling her resolve, Peterman entered the food court and wove her way through the tables until she was within a few meters of Bradley, at which point the Special Secret Section got to their feet.

Bradley looked up at the sound of the disturbance. “Counselor Peterman,” he said, forcing a smile. “Again.”

“Hello, Mister President,” she said kindly.

“Is there something I can do for you?”

“I actually came by to apologize. For the Welcome Center.”

“Oh really?” Bradley said.

“May I sit down?”

Bradley badly wanted to send her away, but the last thing he needed right now was for there to be an angry scene right in the middle of the mall. He would deal with Peterman quietly. “Be my guest,” he said, gesturing for her to take the seat across from him.

“Thank you,” she said, slipping into the chair. “Like I said, I want to apologize for before. I was out of line and insensitive to your feelings.”

“Apology accepted,” Bradley replied. “And I hope you can see that, while I appreciate your concern, I am not in need of your services.”

“I have to disagree. You’re hurting, Bradley,” she said, ignoring his bristling as she used his first name. “You feel that Leximas was your one chance at love, and, now that she’s gone, you have no one. That’s just not true. There are other women who would be thrilled with a man like you. You just have to go get them.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes! If you continue moping about Leximas, you’re going to miss the opportunities that come along. You’ve already missed one.”

“I presume you are referring to Doctor Browning.”

“Exactly. She was very interested in you.”

“I see. So all I had to do to live happily ever after was sweep her into my arms and kiss her,” Bradley said.

“Why not?” Peterman said. Everyone else does, she added sourly to herself.

“Counselor, I assure you that if I were interested in a relationship with Doctor Browning or anyone else, I would pursue it. At the moment, however, I am not, and I do not require your services as a matchmaker.” Bradley looked over her shoulder and smiled. “It would appear that some others wish to speak with me, so if you don’t mind, we’ll consider this conversation to at an end. Good evening to you.”

Peterman glanced back at the young grinning Bajoran couple waiting to speak with Bradley, then rose from her seat. “Think about what I said, Bradley. You know I’m right.”

“Actually, you aren’t.” And with that, Bradley focused his full attention on the Bajorans, shutting Peterman out entirely. For half a moment, she considered barging back in and finishing things, but that would not help matters. There was time, and he would not evade her or these issues forever. Discretion was the better part of counseling in this case, so Peterman made her retreat. Before approaching Bradley again, though, Peterman decided it would be wise to do a bit more research about her client.



Captain Lisa Beck opened the lid of carry-out cup of steaming hot mizz’nit that she’d picked up as a part of her breakfast from Waystation’s Andorian restaurant and sighed, leaning back in her desk chair. “I told them no chunks,” she muttered. Beck had the morning duty shift, and, rather than just getting breakfast from her office replicator, she’d decided to place a pickup order. Maybe that had been a mistake. She’d know for sure when she opened her omelet. If they’d forgotten the extra kelzts fungus, there’d be hell to pay.

Expecting the worst, Beck unwrapped the omelet and was his by an oh-so-welcome smell. They’d remembered the kelzts. All was right with the universe.

She’d just managed to get the first bite into her mouth when her office door chime sounded.

“Come in,” she called through a mouthful of Andorian breakfast goodness. As the doors opened and Counselor Peterman stepped into her office, Beck instantly regretted not actually looking up to see who was at the door before granting them entry. The woman had only been on board for two days. What could she possibly want from Beck already?

Beck gulped down the bite in her mouth. “Good morning, Counselor.”

“Morning, Captain. Do you have a minute?”

“As long as you don’t mine me eating while we talk.”

“No no. You go ahead,” Peterman said, taking a seat across from Beck. “I just came by to talk to you about Bradley Dillon.”

“What about him?” Beck asked before putting another fork-full into her mouth.

“How well do you know him?”

“We’ve been on the same station for seven years. Well six really, since he was on your ship for a year. I wouldn’t say we’re close friends, though. Why do you ask?”

Peterman shifted in her chair. “I really shouldn’t be discussing this with you considering doctor-patient privilege and all, but since the safety of the Federation is at stake, I kind of have to. The man needs counseling.”

“Counseling,” Beck said flatly.

“Yes. We can’t have a person with this much responsibility on his shoulders feeling this much pain.”

“Granted I haven’t seen much of Bradley since he returned to the station, but he seemed fine to me.”

“Exactly my point. He’s in denial. You have to help me get through to him.”

“Let’s back up here a second, if we could. Just why do you think he’s in so much pain?”

“How much do you know about what happened to us?”

“Just what was in the official report,” Beck replied. “There was an accident on the Explorer, and you, Bradley, and three other Explorer officers were sent back in time. I may be remembering this wrong, but wasn’t there a baby involved, too?”

“My daughter.”

“Ah. I didn’t realize you’d brought a baby on board with you.”

“I didn’t,” Peterman said uncomfortably. “She’s on the Explorer.”

“With your husband. I see.”

“Back to the point, we were sent back in time, but the President was responsible. The whole purpose of the mission to find the Bast was so that he could get a part for his time machine. Taking us back in time with him was an accident. He intended to go alone.”

“Why would he want to go back in time?”

“For Leximas.”

“She was there?” Beck asked surprised.

“I don’t know why completely, but she was. Bradley went to the 21st century to find her and bring her back here,” Peterman said.

“So let me get this straight. Bradley Dillon built a time machine and sent a starship a thousand light years to the middle of nowhere just so he could find Leximas.”

“Yes. He was madly in love with her, and she could not be with him. But now he’s acting like nothing happened.”

“Well, he is kind of a pragmatic guy,” Beck said. “He may just be able to take no for an answer.” Or more likely, Peterman was nuts. Bradley could have a dramatic streak sometimes, but there wasn’t a gram of romance in his entire body.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Captain. This is love we’re talking about. No one deals with ‘No’ well in love. He has a problem, and he won’t face it.”

“I hate to break this to you, Counselor, but maybe he just has more pressing issues on his mind,” Beck said.

“What could be more pressing than his heart?”

Beck snorted. “You haven’t been watching the news, I guess. Several members of the Federation Council are on board currently, and this afternoon they’ll be raking Bradley over the proverbial coals about your little trip back in time. Rumor is that they’re going to hook him up to a lie detector, and, lucky us, we can all watch the fun live on holovision.”

“I had no idea,” Peterman said stunned.

“You can see why his attention might be focused elsewhere.”

“Yes,” Peterman replied distractedly as she stood up. “I need to go.”

“Don’t let me keep you,” Beck said, instantly returning to her omelet as Peterman exited her office.

A broad grin spread across the counselor’s face as she headed for the turbolift in Waystation’s Operations Center. Bradley Dillon would be hooked up to a lie detector this afternoon. This was too perfect. When she was finished, he’d have no choice but to accept that he was hiding from his emotional issues.



“Welcome back to this AWN News special presentation of…”

BA BA BABA BAAAAAAAAA

“…The Dillon Inquest. I’m Joan Redding.”

“Oh why are we watching her?” Captain Beck asked in disgust as she emerged from her office into Ops, where the officers on duty were watching AWN’s broadcast on the main viewscreen.

“Shouldn’t we support our local channel?” Commander Walter Morales asked. “They are right on board.”

“Besides,” Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter said, “the commentators on UFPN won’t shut up about what everyone is wearing.”

“Isn’t Krinokor supposed to be showing this thing?” Beck asked.

“They were…for about five minutes,” Porter replied. “As soon as they figured out there wouldn’t be any blood, they went back into a rerun of last year’s Race To An Honorable Death.”

Beck frowned. “I already know who won that.”

“So do we. That’s why we’re watching this,” Morales said.

“All right,” Beck sighed, grabbing a chair. “Who’s got the popcorn?”



In the reception area of Bradley Dillon’s office suite, Gisele chewed her nails as she watched the proceedings on her desktop monitor. She suddenly realized she was not alone. Counselor Peterman stood on the other side of her desk, her face a mask of determination.

“How do I get into that room?” Peterman demanded.

“What room?” Gisele asked, wondering if she should hit the panic button hidden under her desk.

“You know what room! Where they’re holding the inquest! The main door is guarded, but there has to be another way in.”

“Why would I tell you anything?” Gisele said, standing up to face Peterman.

“Because I’m good friends with a certain Andorian of your acquaintance.”

Gisele blanched. “J’hana,” she whispered, her bottom lip trembling slightly.

“That’s right. And unless you want her to pay you a visit, I suggest you tell me what I want to know. How do I get into that room?”

“They’re using a conference room, and there’s a little kitchenette with a replicator and a few cabinets of plates and utensils hidden behind a wall panel. You can get into it from the corridor on the other side of the conference room. Fourth door on the left.”

Peterman patted Gisele on the cheek. “There. That wasn’t so hard was it?”



Thus far, the inquest had gone pretty much as Bradley had expected. He was seated in the middle of one of the Dillon Enterprises conference rooms, his right hand resting on a sensor for the Napean-made lie detector unit, while the Councillors questioning him sat at a long table facing him. Up until now, their questions had focused more on establishing the basic facts than anything else.

Did you order the Explorer to find the Bast? Yes.

Did you intend to obtain technology from the Bast? Yes.

Was this technology for a time machine? Yes.

Did you then use this time machine to travel to Earth’s past? Yes.

And so on.

Bradley could tell from the looks on the non-Vulcan Councillors’ faces that they were both surprised that he was answering questions so readily and convinced that they had him dead to rights. Bradley was fairly certain however that they had no idea as to what he was actually admitting.

Councillor P’Kee, who as Bradley expected had been leading the questioning, rose from her chair again to address him. “Mister President, you have thus far described to us the basic series of events that occurred in this incident. I will now to turn the panel’s attention to the motivation behind your actions.

“By all means,” Bradley said.

“We know that you visited the past, which, as you know, is a most serious matter, hence the existence of a Department of Temporal Investigations in the Federation.”

“Yes, I am aware of that,” Bradley said. Bradley had to believe that DTI was monitoring this inquest. If they were not satisfied when this was over, he could no doubt expect a visit from their agents as well.

“Why, then, did you feel it was necessary to visit the past?” P’Kee asked.

“The Directors sent me,” Bradley replied.

The Vulcan blinked several times as the other Councillors dove into hushed conversations amongst themselves.

“The Directors?” P’Kee said, glancing over at the lie detector monitor.

“That is correct.”

“Your visit to the past was in no way intended to extend the reach of your business empire or enrich you financially?”

“Absolutely not,” Bradley said.

The Andorian Councillor, Nransk stalked over to the lie detector and tapped it roughly several times. “Is this thing even on?”

“It’s functioning perfectly,” Councillor Gresell of Napea replied, the irritation evident in his voice that his world’s technology would be questioned.

P’Kee silenced her colleagues with a look, then turned back to Bradley. “What reason would the Directors have for sending you back in time?”

“I was there to help stop the Critics and their forces from disrupting the timeline and erasing the Federation as we know it from existence.”

“Oh come on!” Nransk shouted. “That thing didn’t even blink!”

“Because he’s telling the truth,” Gresell shot back.

“No he’s not!” a female voice shouted from the side of the room. Kelly Peterman strode into the center of the conference room and planted herself in front of Bradley’s chair. “Isn’t it true that you did all of this just for a woman?”



“Oh no. No no no,” Captain Beck mumbled, hiding her head in her hands.

“Um…what the hell is this?” Lieutenant Commander Porter asked.

“It’s Counselor Peterman’s pet theory,” Beck said. “Bradley did all of this because he was in love with Leximas and couldn’t stand to be without her.”

The officers in Ops looked at each other for a few moments, then started laughing.

“Yeah right,” Porter said. “The only way he’d do that was if she was made of latinum.”



Bradley didn’t even flinch as Peterman’s question faded from the air. A woman? Just a woman? Leximas is not a woman; she is a higher being. Yes, Bradley wanted to find her, as Leximas told him in New Mexico, the Directors planted the clues and nudged him in her direction.

“No,” he said calmly. “I did it because the Directors needed me to.”

“But you were in love with her, weren’t you?”

“Madam, that will be quite enough,” P’Kee said, her voice booming through the conference room as two members of the Special Secret Section took hold of Peterman. “Please escort her from the chamber.”

“Just a moment,” Bradley said. “I want her to hear this. I want all of you to hear this. I realize that my actions have been rather unorthodox, but the Directors obviously deemed them necessary. Because of their guidance, I was able to travel back in time, and, by joining my efforts with those of some of Starfleet’s…officers…” He’d almost said ‘finest,’ but it was best not to push matters. He was attached to a lie detector after all. “…we were able to prevent the destruction of the galaxy as we know it and stop the Critics. If the citizens of the Federation wish to punish me for that, so be it!” Bradley finished, slamming his left fist down on the armrest of his chair.

The room was silent for several moments.

“You never answered my question,” Peterman said finally.

“Get her out of here!” Nransk ordered.

Bradley did not look at her as Peterman was dragged out of the conference room. She knew that most likely he’d never look at her again. She’d gone too far. She’d pushed too hard. And Bradley Dillon had still evaded her.

“Now Councillors,” Bradley said, addressing his interrogators once Peterman was gone. “I believe we should see about concluding this affair, if you would not mind.”

The Councillors could do little but acquiesce to Bradley’s request, and within five more minutes, it was all over. With the holovision cameras shut down and most of the Councillors’ aides busying themselves with other details, Bradley stepped over to the Councillors’ table, where P’Kee and the others were rising to leave.

“Will you be remaining on board this evening?” Bradley asked jovially. “We could all finally have that dinner I spoke of.”

“We will be returning to Earth…immediately,” P’Kee said.

“A pity. Well, at the very least, I hope you had a pleasant stay on Waystation.”

P’Kee narrowed her eyes at him. “Through this investigation, I have inadvertently legitimized your incursion into the past and helped credit you with saving the galaxy, thereby making you a hero. I see nothing pleasant about it.”

“As I said, a pity,” Bradley replied smiling. P’Kee eyebrow twitched slightly, then she turned on her heel and strode out of the room, her Councillor’s robes billowing behind her. Nransk and the others soon followed her, each in turn shooting Bradley a glare (and in the case of the Tellarite, a grunt) as they passed.

Bradley took once last look around the now empty room, then headed out into the corridor, whistling a sprightly tune as he went.



Peterman did not sleep well that night, tossing and turning in an unfamiliar bed in unfamiliar surroundings as her mind continually flashed back to that moment in the conference room. What if Bradley had been forced to answer her final question? What would he have said? What if she was wrong about all of this?

Impossible. She’d been a counselor for years now. She recognized a person with issues when she saw one.

Still Peterman couldn’t bear the thought of facing Bradley the next morning…or anyone else for that matter. She ordered breakfast in her quarters, then waited until the corridor outside was as empty as possible before making the journey to the Counseling Office.

At that moment, she was actually glad that everyone on the station who needed counseling went to the Waniquanbi Group. She needed time. Time alone to let people forget what had happened with Bradley. Maybe she could go back to work on her book.

The book. She hadn’t thought much of it since they were sucked back to the 21st century. While most of it had been written under the influence of Fritz, who was himself under the influence of the Bast, Peterman wanted to complete it in hopes of helping others in failing marriages.

Not that her marriage was failing.

She simply had other concerns to deal with right now.

Peterman had just sent out a request to retrieve the file from the Explorer’s databanks when a transporter beam cascaded down into her office, quickly coalescing into the figure of Bradley Dillon.

“Counselor,” he said simply by way of greeting.

“What are you doing here?” Peterman said as Bradley took a seat in one of the plush chairs in the office’s sitting area.

“I would think that much is obvious. We need to talk.”

“You’ve finally decided that you want my help,” Peterman said, moving from her desk to the chair across from Bradley.

“This isn’t about me,” Bradley said. “It’s about you. I had hoped that you would come to realize on your own that I do not require your services; however, your interference in matters that did not concern you yesterday afternoon proved to me that you are a problem that must be dealt with.”

“Interference?” Peterman said, unsure whether to be angry or amused. “I’m only trying to get you to face what’s going on inside yourself.”

“Self-reflection?” Bradley exclaimed. “Is that what you think I need? The genius of that conclusion astounds me. What do you think I’ve been doing everyday since I found Leximas? The Directors used my affection for her to manipulate me for their own ends. More than that, though, Leximas cannot be with me. I understand that. I’ve accepted it. Now what do you want from me? Tears? A hug? I am the chief executive of one of the largest corporate entities in known space as well as the president of one of the galaxy’s primary powers. I have neither the time nor the inclination to curl up in bed and sulk just because something did not go my way. I got what I needed, Counselor. I saw Leximas, I spoke to her, and, to use one of your psychology terms, we achieved closure on our relationship. That was important to me. I spent a long time working to find her, but now that I have, the affair is complete. I do not have lingering regrets about it, and I certainly do not feel the need to rehash events in therapy with you. I have far larger issues to deal with in my life, as do you.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Peterman demanded.

“Why are you here?” Bradley asked pointedly.

“I’m a counselor. I’m here to help people.”

“It seems to me that you were able to do that on the Explorer, which would seem to be an attractive idea considering you have a husband and child there, Mrs. Baxter.”

Peterman jerked back in her chair as though she’d been struck.

“Leave my family out of this,” she snapped.

“They are out of this. That’s the problem,” Bradley said. “I’m no counselor, but when a mother abandons her baby twice in the space of a month, that tells me that something is seriously wrong.”

“I never abandoned Steffie!” Peterman shouted, leaping to her feet.

“Funny. I don’t see her around here.”

“She’s being taken care of. And I had important things to attend to, like trying to help you. Am I supposed to stop being who I am and doing my job just because I’m Andy’s wife and Steffie’s mother?”

“You have responsibilities.”

“I didn’t stop being me just because I gave birth! What about what I want? Where does Kelly fit into all of this?”

“I’m not the one you need to be discussing this with,” Bradley said quietly. “And I think you know that, even if you haven’t wanted to admit it.”

“I need time,” Peterman replied, sinking back into her chair.

“Perhaps. Or perhaps you’re hiding. You’re the only one who knows for sure,” Bradley said, rising from his chair. “I suggest you work it out while you still have a husband and child to go back to.”

Peterman was silent for several moments. “You’re pretty good at this,” she said finally, forcing a weak smile.

“In business it pays to know people. Just be glad I wasn’t trying to sell you a used starship,” Bradley said, pulling a small padd from his pocket. He tapped the screen and vanished in a flurry of molecules.

Peterman didn’t move for a long time. Could Bradley really be okay after all? Had the time he spent with Leximas in New Mexico really been enough to give him closure and allow him to move on with his life? Perhaps he was no longer dwelling in the past after all.

If that were true, which it certainly appeared to be, Peterman had made an idiot of herself in front of the entire Federation yesterday.

But that was quite likely the least of her problems. Was it possible that she threw herself into helping Bradley not because he needed it, but because it gave her a reason not to face her own problems? In all honesty, had she ever really expected him to open up to her anyway? Or was pursuing him simply a diversion? If she’d actually been interested in counseling, she would have done more for the rest of the Waystation crew. A memory of the golden-skinned Ensign she’d encountered outside of her office two days earlier struck her. He wasn’t just passing by. He’d come to see her, but she was so focused on Bradley that she didn’t even realize it.

Some counselor she was. She could fix that, though. And she would. Peterman would be the best counselor Waystation had ever had, which honestly wouldn’t be all that difficult since the station had only had one other, and he was evidently a porn fiend. Before she could help others, though, she had to help herself.

And that meant she needed to see Andy Baxter.



Okay. So maybe this wasn’t the most direct route to dealing with things, but it was a start, Peterman thought as she stood in one of Waystation’s holodecks in front of an unmoving representation of Captain Andy Baxter.

Even though this Baxter was just a hologram, seeing him sent a flood of emotions through Peterman. Love, hate, adoration, annoyance, the whole gamut experienced by most people who’d been married for any length of time. The pain she’d felt when she’d learned of his flirtation with Janice Browning was still fresh as was the mix of sorrow and, yes, joy at seeing the hurt on his face when she’d told him she was staying on Waystation.

Now all she had to do was express all of this to him. But it wasn’t really Baxter. This was no more than a realistic-looking manikin. She couldn’t talk to this.

“Computer, access available records on Captain Andy Baxter and give the holodeck character his personality.”

The computer responded swiftly. “Working…program complete. Animating character.”

The holographic Baxter began to move. Actually it seemed to be having more of an epileptic spasm as a line of drool started to fall from its lips. “Hi!” it said, its voice practically a high-pitched scream. “I’m Andy! I hope you like me because I’m going to bug you forever! Won’t that be fun? Can I make your life a living hell? Please? Please?”

The hologram took a step and immediately tripped, rolling forward into a table full of glassware and plates that had materialized out of nowhere. With a deafening crash, the table toppled over from the impact, reducing the items it to so much debris.

“Whoops!” Baxter said. “Hope that wasn’t important.”

“Computer, freeze program!” Peterman shouted. The Baxter hologram instantly froze. “Where did you get these personality parameters?”

“Captain Beck’s personal logs.”

“That explains it,” Peterman muttered. This was not working. If she was going to have this conversation, it needed to be with the real Andy Baxter. And she would. She would talk to him, which was something she hadn’t really done in a couple of months now.

“End program,” she said, causing the holographic Baxter and the broken shards to vanish.

She would talk to him…when she was ready.

For now, though, she had a job to do. She was the Waystation crew’s counselor, whether they wanted one or not.



THE END.



NEXT:



Can Captain Baxter play second fiddle to Captain Vansen? A vital First Contact mission puts that question to the test, as Baxter finds himself in the position of rescuing an away team. Or is it he who needs the rescuing? Only time will tell, as Baxter and crew learn that “First Impressions” are important.




First Impressions



“Bridge to Baxter,” came the voice of Captain Nell Vansen, over the ship’s comm, waking Baxter with a start.

Baxter shot up in bed, tangled in the covers. “Kelly?” he asked absently.

“Not even close.”

“Vansen.”

“I see you’ve played this game before.”

“What the hell do you want?”

“Your presence. On the bridge. Ten minutes ago.”

Baxter swung his legs out of bed and quickly grabbed for a pair of pants off the nearby chair, yanking them on one leg at a time. “What’s the situation?”

“You were supposed to assemble an away team and survey Sedaris Four today.”

“Oh. Yeah. Must have overslept.”

“Well, that may have cut it while you were Captain…actually, no. That didn’t cut it then, either. But the difference is, you can’t make excuses to Starfleet Command anymore. Now you have to make your excuses to me. And I’m not interested in hearing any excuses. Get your ass to the transporter room. J’hana and Tilleran will meet you there.”

“Don’t I at least get to pick my own away team?” Baxter asked as he zipped up his tunic.

“No,” Vansen said, and the channel went dead.

“Bitch,” Baxter said to himslf, shuffling out of his quarters. He’d been back on the Explorer for two weeks now, and Vansen’s attitude toward him hadn’t improved. Consequently, his approach to his work had significantly worsened, to the point where he barely cared whether he got up in the morning.

Case in point.

“Baxter to Chaka’kan,” Baxter said, poking his head into Steffie’s room to make sure she was still asleep.

“Chaka’kan here,” came the Jem’Hadar’s ever-alert reply.

“I think I forgot to arrange for you to babysit this morning. I have an away team thing I have to get to.”

“I am on my way.”

“Great. I’ll have some muffins waiting for you.”

“That is as it should be. Chaka out.”

Baxter grinned. He wasn’t sure if having Chaka’kan aboard the Explorer was a boon to Federation-Dominion relations. He didn’t know if the “nice” Jem’Hadar was learning anything more about Alpha Quadrant customs. But one thing was for damn sure. He was a great babysitter.



Ten minutes later, after Chaka’s timely arrival, and after discussing the events of the day with the Jem’Hadar over a quick muffin and coffee, Baxter headed to the transporter room, where J’hana and Tilleran waited, arms folded, leaning against the transporter console.

“You are late,” J’hana said flatly.

“Not you too,” Baxter said, heading to the supply closet to grab a phaser and tricorder.

“The first officer IS supposed to set a good example for other crewmembers,” Tilleran said, as she and J’hana went up to stand on the platform.

Baxter holstered his phaser and tricorder, shutting the supply closet door and taking his place on the transporter pad. “Need I remind you two how many times I looked the other way when you were both…conspicuously late for your shifts?”

“Point taken,” J’hana said, and nodded at the console operator. “Energize.”

“Y’all have a great time,” Transporter Chief Lindsay Morgan said, tapping in the coordinates. “And you be good to Captain Baxter. He’s had a hard time of it.”

“Did I tell you how much I missed you, Chief?” Baxter asked.

“The feeling is mutual, lambchop,” Morgan said, and energized the transporter beam, as J’hana made a pronounced gagging noise.



“All right, people, let’s get it done,” Baxter said, as his transporter signal resolved on the bleak, flat, orange surface of Sedaris Four.

J’hana harrumphed. “The planet is deserted. There is not even anyone to shoot.”

Tilleran was studying her tricorder readings. “I am, however, detecting an awful lot of solenium isotopes.”

“That’s nice,” Baxter said. “But let’s stick to the reason we came here.”

“We came here to collect solenium isotopes,” Tilleran said, kneeling and opening up her satchel, pulling out a small gray canister.

“Oh,” Baxter said. “Sure. I knew that.”

“How did you even make Captain?” J’hana asked as Tilleran calibrated the canister.

“Paperwork error,” Baxter admitted. “Well? Do we have isotopes?”

Tilleran looked at the readout on the canister. “Collecting now. Fifteen percent full.”

“Good,” Baxter said. “The sooner we can get out of here, the better. Are solenium isotopes dangerous?”

“Only in large doses, over an extended period of time,” Tilleran said.

“Good thing we’ll only be here for like five, six…”

“Hours,” J’hana said. “This is the first of twenty collection sites.”

“HOURS?” Baxter demanded. “Shouldn’t we at least get to wear an isolation suit or something?”

“Captain Vansen didn’t seem to think it was a problem. Betazoids and Andorians are immune to Solenium isotopes,” Tilleran said as she worked.

“What about humans?”

J’hana and Tilleran looked at each other.

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” Tilleran said.



Seven hours later, and one trip to Sickbay later, to have Doctor Wilcox attend to a severe case of solenium isotope poisoning, Captain Baxter walked into the Constellation Club, realizing not for the first time that he’d been spending a lot more time here than he had prior to being transported back in time.

“What can I get for you?” Mirk.asked as he polished the bar.

“Something that’s good for a solenium isotope-induced headache.”

“One chocolate milk coming up,” Mirk said.

“What?”

“Chocolate milk. Great for solenium isotope-induced headaches.”

“How the hell do you know that?”

“You think I’m kidding? A bartender is only as good as his research.” Mirk smiled as he slid the frothy glass of chocolate milk in front of Captain Baxter.

“Now, then,” Mirk said, leaning forward as Baxter sipped. “What brings you here?”

“Well, a need for something a little stronger than chocolate milk,” Baxter said.

“Haven’t you been hitting the synthesauce a little much lately, Captain?”

“Maybe,” Baxter said. “What do you care?”

“I am your bartender,” Mirk said. “And…heck…I’m your friend too.”

Baxter smiled. “Really? You mean it?”

Mirk shrugged. “Sure. If it weren’t for this crew, I might still be stuck on Lobstrax. Still running fright back and forth from the Alpha Quadrant to the Delta Quadrant. You helped me realize my potential.”

“Your potential,” Baxter said, and sipped his chocolate milk again. Mirk was right. His headache was nearly gone. “That reminds me of something.”

“Oh…?”

“Just wondering….if you’d heard anything new from the Directors?”

“They don’t exactly transmit to me on a daily basis,” Mirk said. “But if you’re wondering if I’ve been in contact with them since Irma tried to rewrite the timeline two years ago, then no. No I haven’t.”

“I think Starfleet is worried about what happened with Irma back in the twenty-first century. They’re wondering if there isn’t some kind of power shift up there in the ethereal plane. They’ve sent a couple communique’s asking about you.”

“Nice to know they care,” Mirk said. “They should be worried. We all should be worried. If the Critics somehow gain control of the universe, it really will be the end of life as we know it.”

“Wow,” Baxter said. “You really put things in perspective. Suddenly, my problems don’t seem so bad anymore. Maybe I can work things out with Vansen after all.”

“Yeah,” Mirk said, leaning against the bar. “Anytime.”

“Well, I’d better get back to Steffie. Chaka’kan has probably given her way too much tapioca again. Take care, Mirk.”

“Yeah,” Mirk said distantly.



Late that night, Captain Baxter was sitting in his office–the first officer’s office, on Deck Seven. Many of Richards’s belongings– paintings, sculptures, and sketches, had been boxed up in crates that lay strewn about the otherwise spartan room. There was no window. It was boxy, had no character, but it was Baxter’s office now. At least for the moment.

And the damn place still smelled like coffee beans.

He leaned over a pile of padds, sighing, sipping occasionally from a cold glass of grapefruit juice.

Then the door chimed.

“Come,” he said distractedly.

“Sir,” Lt. Jeremy Gage said from the doorway.

Baxter glanced at him. “Yes?”

“I was wondering if I could speak with you for a moment, Captain.”

Baxter nodded. “What are you, a vampire? Can’t enter unless I invite you?”

“Just following protocol, sir.”

“There’s a change,” Baxter muttered, waving Gage in. “Have a seat.”

Gage sat down opposite Baxter. “Personnel reviews?”

“Yes. How did you know?”

“Because I filed them with you over a week ago.”

“Oh, did you?” Baxter said idly, looking again at one of the padds. “So you did. Sorry. I’ve been…busy.”

“Of course.”

“You know, I never realized how time-consuming these damn things were,” Baxter said. “It’s a lot easier to read them than to write them, I’ve discovered. Then again, I didn’t always read them…” He gazed off a moment. “Did you want something?”

“Just to let you know, that despite whatever Captain Vansen–who I respect very much–says, I don’t want there to be any animosity between us.”

“That’s nice of you,” Baxter said flatly.

“I realize the Captain can be somewhat…brusque, sometimes.”

“Is brusque another word for evil bitch-thing?”

“Sir?”

“Nevermind.”

“But I just wanted you to know, I know my role here. I’m here to help you maintain order among the crew. And to provide command presence, and a second sounding board for the Captain.”

“I think you’re her only sounding board,” Baxter said. “I’m just here for show.” He screwed up his mouth angrily. “Just for her amusement.”

“You’re to be commended, Captain. For sticking around. I’m not sure I would in your place.”

“I have a lot…” Baxter looked around. “I have a lot here, Gage.”

“I can see that. This is a fine ship and crew. Better than it’s given credit for.”

“You can say that again.” Baxter stood up. “I’m going to go grab a late bite. Thanks for stopping by.”

“Anytime, Captain.”



Baxter wanted to like Gage, he really did. But the man was someone Vansen had brought aboard, and as such, was not to be immediately trusted. He certainly didn’t seem like a bad sort. Like any good, young Starfleet officer, Gage just wanted to get ahead. Just wanted to please his commanding officer.

Baxter remembered being like that. Okay, that was a lie. He was never like that.

He stared at Gage as he sat by Vansen at the morning staff meeting, wondering what made an otherwise logical human being respect a woman like Vansen. Loyalty was one thing, but didn’t her grating temper get the best of even Gage at times?

“…of the situation on Tanquar Three, Baxter?”

“Hmm?” Baxter said, stirring from his reverie.

Vansen leaned forward. “I’m sorry. Did I interrupt nap time?”

“Yes, you did,” Baxter said defiantly. “Was there a reason for it?”

“We were just talking about the upcoming First Contact mission,” Vansen said, folding her hands on top of the conference room table, as the stars blazed by through the nearby slatted viewports. “You know, the mission we’ve been discussing for the last hour.”

“Sure. First Contact.” Baxter looked to his left, at Tilleran. “We’re doing a First Contact?”

Tilleran nodded.

“Cool. We don’t usually get to do those.”

Vansen rubbed the bridge of her nose. “There’s a shocker. Now, to review, for the… challenged…portion of the audience, we’re sending Gage down in disguise to finalize the reconnaissance. We already have detailed reports from the anthropological survey and the duckblind, but I’m not going in without a first-hand perspective.” She swivelled her chair toward the viewscreen behind her, which displayed a schematic of the planet. “Now then, we’re operating on a tight schedule. The science team on the planet believes that they’ll have a successful warp test any time within the next few weeks. It’s imperative that we make contact with the Tanquarans now and identify ourselves, and the members of the neighboring star systems.”

J’hana snorted. “Especially considering that the Gorn are so nearby.”

“That is one of Starfleet’s many concerns,” Vansen said. “We don’t want their first foray into galactic exploration to end by being vaporized by a Gorn Predator.”

“I could go,” Baxter said idly, flipping a padd back and forth on the conference room table.

“What’s that?” Vansen asked, leaning forward.

“I said…I could go.”

Vansen laughed. “I’m afraid the mission isn’t quite right for you. It requires subtlety. Intellect. The ability to distinguish right from left. All characteristics that you lack. In abundance.”

“I’ve been studying the Tanquarans, sir,” Gage said, shifting in his seat at Vansen’s side a bit. “I think I have a good feel for them. It should be a successful mission.”

“How long have you been in Starfleet?” Baxter asked.

“Out of the Academy four years this May.”

“He’s a pup,” Baxter said, looking to J’hana, Tilleran, and Hartley.

“A cute pup at that,” J’hana grinned, and Tilleran elbowed her.

Gage smiled sheepishly. “I’ll try not to disappoint.”

“I know you won’t,” Vansen said, and stood. “That’s all, folks. Meeting dismissed. Go about your business.”

Everyone stood and milled toward the exit, except Baxter who sat staring out the viewport.

Vansen hung by the doorway. “Transfixed by the stars again, Captain? I know the twinkly lights can be sooo pretty.”

Baxter glared at her. “You know, you could at least make an effort, Vansen. This could go a lot more smoothly for both of us if you’d stop tearing me down at every possible opportunity.”

“Smooth perhaps,” Vansen said. “But not as much fun.”

“What’s happened to you?” Baxter asked, standing. “You used to be strict, by-the-book, efficient, cool, and profesisonal.”

“I’m still all those things,” Vansen said hotly as Baxter brushed past her.

“Perhaps, but you never used to be so…evil.”

“Only around you.”

Baxter turned to face Vansen, stared hard into her eyes. “This isn’t about me, and you know it.”

Vansen folded her arms. “Then what, pray tell, is it about?”

“I’d like to know. Because maybe, just maybe, then there’d be a chance of pulling that warp coil out of your ass.”

“Back to your post, Mister,” Vansen growled.

“I’m free to chat any time you like,” Baxter tossed over his shoulder as he walked back out to the bridge.



“Tusks!” Doctor Browning said, walking with Baxter toward Sickbay. “They’re putting tusks on him!”

“Wow,” Baxter said. “This I’ve got to see.”

“The Tanquarans are an interesting species,” Browning said. “In addition to tusks, they have double-jointed knees and elbows.”

“How are we going to simulate that?” Baxter asked, horrified at the concept.

“We’re not. We’re hoping he won’t have to show off that particular talent.”

“Then sex is definitely out of the question,” Baxter said, rubbing his chin.

“I appreciate you coming down with me. Coming to Sickbay doesn’t have the same…draw anymore, now that I’m just doing shift work as a staff physician.”

“Why, because you’re not in charge?”

“No,” Browning said, punching Baxter in the arm playfully. “I’m not as power-hungry as you are. I just…I don’t know. I used to have breakfast with Kelly every morning before work.”

“And sometimes into the afternoon,” Baxter said wistfully. “Yes, I remember.”

Browning looked at Baxter woefully. “I’m sorry to bring it up, Andy.”

“That’s okay. She’s not dead. She’s just…away.”

“Yes. That’s a good way to think of it,” Browning said, arriving at the doors to Sickbay. When she stepped through, she was immediately greeted by Jeremy Gage, complete with two large, swirly tusks jutting out of either side of his face, and a constricting leather-banded outfit, accented with cris-crossing swaths of grey fabric.

“Good Lord, man!” Baxter exclaimed. “Put some more clothes on.”

“This is what Tanquarans wear,” Gage said. “They believe excessive clothing limits ones communion with higher beings.”

“Still,” Browning said. “Aren’t…those…cold?” She pointed.

Gage nodded. “A little bit. But I hear the planet’s quite warm.

“Good,” Baxter said, staring straight ahead, trying his best not to look down at…those. “Well, be on your way, Lieutenant.”

“Yes, sir,” Gage said. “Wish me luck.”

Baxter shook Gage’s hand. “I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

“You can count on it,” Gage said, and walked out of Sickbay.

“What a nice guy,” Doctor Holly Wilcox said, as Browning took her labcoat off the hook at the back of the room and slipped it off. “Oh, Janice…I wanted to let you know I switched shifts with you tomorrow. Dean and I are visiting the arboretum with the fourth grade class.”

“Boy,” Baxter said. “They’re fourth graders already?”

“Kids grow up fast,” Browning said distantly.

“No kidding.”

“Want to see if Plato wants to go with us?” Holly asked, leaning against one of the biobeds.

“No,” Browning said. “It’s safe to say he doesn’t. He’s got target practice with J’hana.”

“That should be fun.”

“I don’t think so, but he does,” Browning shrugged. “And as long as he’s not hitting living things, I don’t guess it’s a problem.”

“It’s just a phase he’s going through,” Baxter said. “The boy’s just trying to find his identity.”

Browning stared at her labcoat as she walked over to a nearby chair and sat down. “Funny, I’m going through a similar phase. Aren’t there any patients today?”

“It’s a slow day. The number of bizarre accidents dropped precipitously when Vansen took…” Holly looked at Baxter. “Well, recently.”

Baxter nodded. “It’s okay, Holly. Speak your mind. Vansen’s a better Captain.”

“I didn’t say that, sir, it’s just that…”

“I’ll be on the bridge if anybody needs me,” Baxter muttered, and headed out of Sickbay. “Maybe I can find a new and interesting way to screw things up.”

“Boy, am I stupid,” Holly said. “Why did I have to go and open my big mouth.”

Browning stared at the closed door to Sickbay after Baxter left. “Happens to the best of us.”



“I can’t talk long. I’ve befriended an Orator, who is, at best guess, a cross between an arbitrator and a senator,” Gage said on the viewscreen, in full Tanquaran regalia, crouched in a small closet. “He’s giving me some inside information on the new planetary leader, Prelate Kralsanja.”

“Good,” Vansen said, as Baxter sat by her, chin propped on his hand. “Try to get a feel for the Prelate’s sensibilities. Find out if he’s open-minded, or more xenophobic.”

Gage nodded. “I think this Orator’s a good guy. I’m fairly confident he’ll help us.”

“Keep working on it,” Vansen said. “Let me know when you get an audience with the Prelate.”

“Will do. Gage out.”

Vansen clasped her hands together. “I love when a mission comes together.” She glanced at Baxter. “Isn’t it nice to get a taste of success?”

“I stopped the Borg from obliterating the Delta Quadrant,” Baxter mumbled.

“Oh, yes. Your achievements. Not too shabby. But it’s not like you did it single-handed, is it?”

“Prevented the Federation of Fun from invading.”

“Wasn’t that a combination of your efforts and the political machinations in the alternate universe?”

“I helped.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I killed Jelo.”

“Doctor Browning killed him and you know it.”

“I stopped Irma from overpowering Leximas and unleashing the Critics on a vulnerable galaxy.”

Vansen didn’t have a quick comeback for that one. “Jury’s still out on that one.”

Baxter narrowed his eyes at her. “You’re not going to give me an inch, are you, Vansen?”

She looked around aimlessly. “An inch…hmm…no, can’t say there’s one to be found. How would you like a nanometer instead? I’m fairly certain I can part with one of those.”

“You’re a piece of work, Vansen,” Baxter said, standing up and heading for the turbolift. “I hope you appreciate the fact that I’m actually trying to make this relationship work.”

“Don’t do that,” Vansen said. “Considering your track record, I’d think that would be a bad idea.”

Baxter stopped on his way to the turbolift. He didn’t turn around. Merely smouldered.

“I’ll be in my office,” he said, and stepped into the turbolift.

“That was low, Captain,” Tilleran said. “You know he’s having marital troubles.”

“Hmm. Does it surprise you that I could care less?”

“Give the guy a break,” Tilleran said.

Vansen’s forehead wrinkled. “Or what?”

J’hana, who’d been silently watching the exchange up until now, stepped out from behind her console and walked down to the command area. She leaned toward Vansen, ever so slightly cracking her knuckles. “Or we will have a difference of opinion.”

“What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

“Captain Baxter may not be the most respected man on this ship, but he is liked. He is part of this family. You would do well to consider that.”

“Or you’ll mutiny?”

“Not at all,” J’hana said. She gently patted Vansen on the shoulder. “Mutiny implies some sort or prior planning. What I’m suggesting would be a good deal…messier.”

“I’m not afraid of you,” Vansen called after J’hana as she walked back to her station.

“You are, just a little bit,” Tilleran said cooly.

“Stay out of my mind, Betazoid!”



Baxter sat staring at Steffie as she rolled on her rainbow-colored playmat in his living room, batting her toy Tribble back and forth.

“She is beautiful, Captain,” Chaka’kan said from behind Baxter. “I do so enjoy the time I spend with her.”

“You’re too kind,” Baxter said idly, running his hand along Steffie’s curly brown mop of hair. “But really, she’s just a little more than a year old. She hasn’t developed much personality yet.”

“I disagree. She is showing the signs already of being a proud warrior, and a good person. Something Jem’Hadar…well, some of the new Jem’Hadar, anyway, are taught in abundance.”

“Some people aren’t even good people,” Baxter said.

“You know, Jem’Hadar have fully developed personalities after less than a week of life,” Chaka said. “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be. Give her time. She may do things that will…surprise you.”

“I hope so,” Baxter said. “I just hope she realizes that not everybody in this world is…” He glanced back at Chaka and gave him a polite smile. “Nice.”

“On this vessel, I believe she’ll learn that lesson quite soon.”

“Not if I have anything to do with it,” Baxter said.

“If that is all, sir, I’m teaching palates in ten minutes.”

“You’re a fascinating man, Chaka.”

“Jem’Hadar are considered gender-neutral.”

“Great. See you tomorrow.”

Chaka’kan bowed and left, leaving Baxter alone with Steffie. That was about right, he figured.

The Explorer had never seemed so lonely a place.

Things were slowly returning to normal with Browning, but there was still a measure of strain there. Other than her, there was really no other safe haven. The Constellation Club was nice. He could go there and escape a bit, but only for a while. And while Mirk was a great bartender, and even a good friend, he wasn’t a best friend. Not the trio of best friends he once had, before life went out of whack.

Before Bradley Dillon showed up and dragged him and the others back through time…

Baxter shook his head. He’d been through worse situations than this. And he didn’t make a practice of feeling sorry for himself.

He stood up. “You know what, Stef? It’s dinner time. How about that banana mush you like so much? And I think I’ll make me a steak…”

Yes, it was time for comfort food.

Baxter passed his desk, on the way toward the replicator, when he saw that the message light on his desktop terminal was blinking.

He stumbled over his own feet trying to get to the desk, slamming his hand down on the control.

It was Peterman. It just had to be. If the world was right, if all was as it should be, it would be Peterman.

The terminal’s screen came to life, and on the screen sat Captain Anna Kimmel.

“Captain!” she said with an impish grin. “You’ve been avoiding me.”

“Sorry,” Baxter said to the recording.

“You’re a hard man to get ahold of, but I guess that’s understandable.” Kimmel shifted side to side. “I’m worried about you. I know time travel can take a lot out of you. You should have seen what happened when we accidentally fell into a wormhole a few weeks back…well, no need to tell you, it was touch and go there for a few…

“Anyway, I really just commed to see how you were adjusting to life back aboard the Explorer. I understand Vansen’s still the Captain. She’s not very nice, Andy. But I guess you already knew that. Look, I thought…well I thought maybe we could get together sometime, and talk. When you and I are in the same neighborhood. If you’re not busy. No biggie. Until then…”

Kimmel smiled and closed the channel. Baxter couldn’t help but smile back. Memories, unbidden, came rising to the surface. Old feelings he thought he’d forgotten.

He reached over to tap the desktop terminal, but at the same time his communicator bleeped.

“Bridge to Baxter,” came the voice of J’hana. “You’d better get up here.”

“Vansen have more insults to throw at me?” J’hana asked.

“No. There’s trouble down on the planet.”

“Trouble?” Baxter asked, his eyebrows raising. And he bolted out the door. “I’ll be right there.”

Finally, something to do!



“What do you mean…gone?” Baxter demanded, looking over Vansen’s shoulder at J’hana’s telemetry readouts.

“I mean his signal trace disappeared,” Vansen said. “How much simpler can I put it? You want hand puppets?”

“I just mean that we have tracking devices for a reason,” Baxter said flatly. “Gage can’t have just disappeared.’

“He could be dead,” J’hana offered helpfully.

“Thanks,” Vansen said. “You’re right on top of things, as usual.”

“Die,” J’hana said simply, and went back to her scans.

Vansen turned around. “This is not good.”

“You shouldn’t have sent him down alone,” Baxter said, following Vansen down to the command area. “He’s still green about the gills. He’s got no idea what it takes to infiltrate a pre-warp species.”

“And you do?”

“I’ve done a number of penetrations in my time,” Baxter said, eliciting giggles from J’hana and Tilleran. He glared at them, then looked back at Vansen. “I think it’s obvious Gage got in over his head. Something happened down there. He got into trouble. His transponder and other equipment were probably destroyed.”

“Or he was killed,” J’hana said again.

Vansen ignored her. “I have no problem sending you down there, Captain. But the problem is, I’m afraid there’s a slim chance you’ll be successful and you might actually return.”

“Could you possibly be more hateful to me?” Baxter asked.

“I’ll do my best,” Vansen said, standing, and heading up to the back of the bridge. “Tilleran, you’re with me. Vansen to Sickbay: ready two pairs of your best tusks. Baxter, due to process of elimination, you have the bridge.”

Baxter growled under his breath as he watched Vansen and Tilleran slip into the aft turbolift.

“You know what the bitch of it is, Captain?” J’hana asked, leaning on her console. “The woman really knows what she’s doing.”

“Well, how she does it is equally important,” Baxter said, settling into the command chair, feeling briefly at peace. “For the moment, though, it doesn’t look like we have much choice. Keep a lock on Vansen and Tilleran. I want to know the moment they get to the surface, and I want to know where they are at all times.”

“That’s my Imzadi down there,” J’hana said. “I would do nothing less.”

“Glad to hear it.”



The next morning, Baxter joined Browning in her quarters, where his customary lumberjack’s breakfast was waiting, steaming, as he sat down. Under normal circumstances, he’d be having this meal in Space Tastes. But, during the time Baxter and company had been back in the 21st century, Guinanco took over Space Tastes and turned it into a trendy frozen yogurt shop. Baxter thought that having Browning make him breakfast seemed kind of…weird. But if it made her feel like she still had a restaurant, and if he could help her out, he was more than happy to do that.

“Morning, Andy,” Browning said, sitting at her dining room table, holding her cup of hot chocolate in two hands and sipping as Baxter sat down.

Baxter nodded distractedly. “Go ahead, J’hana.”

“They are moving from the inn to the restaurant.”

“What could be happening,” Baxter mused.

“I expect they are going to eat,” J’hana replied.

“Keep on top of that, J’hana. I want to know as soon as they finish dinner, and where they go next. Baxter out.”

“Problem down on the planet?” Browning asked.

“We lost Gage,” Baxter said. “He disappeared off sensors late last night and Tilleran and Vansen went down to try and find him.”

“Isn’t that kind of like a…human in a hay stack?”

“We know his last location. I guess they’re going to ask around. If he’s anywhere nearby, Tilleran will sense him. And if the Tanquarans are being in any way disingenuous, she’ll figure that out immediately.”

“So there’s nothing to worry about,” Browning said. “You can enjoy your breakfast.”

“Yep,” Baxter said, spooning a bite of homemade grits into his mouth. “No,” he said quickly, putting the spoon down. “I can’t enjoy my breakfast.”

“Morning acid reflux again? Want me to get you some Karium- Six?”

“No,” Baxter said. “It’s not my stomach. It’s my mind. I can’t stop thinking about Vansen.”

“You’re really working your way through the female crew, aren’t you?”

Baxter narrowed his eyes at Browning. “That’s not what I’m talking about, and you know it. She keeps telling me I’m worthless, and I’m starting to believe it.”

“Consider the source, Andy. Vansen dislikes you. She’s not going to make life easy for you. You knew all that going in.”

“But she seems worse than ever. I really feel like something else is going on with her.”

“And you think maybe you can get her to open up to you?”

Baxter laughed. “No. I may be distracted by issues in my personal life. But I’m not insane. I know she’ll never open up to me.”

“Glad you’re thinking clearly about that, at least.”

Baxter smiled. “But you’re a different story…”

Browning slid back in her chair. “No way. The last meaningful discussion I had with Vansen was when I dumped coffee in her lap two years ago. Why don’t you refer her to the couns…to the therapist person.”

“You can say counselor around me, Janice,” Baxter said. “It’s not a dirty word.”

“I…wasn’t sure.”

“I’m being ridiculous, aren’t I? People like Vansen never change. I just need to accept it.”

“Yes,” Browning said. “Get on with your life. Eat your ham and eggs.”

“Good idea,” Baxter said, and returned to his meal.

“J’hana to Baxter! We lost Vansen and Tilleran!”

Baxter stared up at the ceiling. “What do you mean WE? I’ve been down here eating breakfast. How could you lose them?”

“I…had to go to the bathroom.”

“J’HANA!”

“If I had not, we would have had to clear the bridge.”

“And now they’re gone,” Baxter said, rubbing his face, as Browning looked on with concern. “We had ever single sensor trained on them. Can you figure out what happened?”

There was a momentary pause. “They were leaving the restaurant. They stopped on the street outside. A vehicle stopped near them. They appeared to get into the vehicle.”

“And the vehicle went where?”

“I’m not sure. There was a momentary sensor malfunction, and then all traces of the away team vanished.”

“Something stinks around here,” Baxter said, throwing his napkin down and standing up. “And I’m sure as hell going to figure out what it is.”

“Shall I have the tusks ready?”

“Two pair,” Baxter said. “You’re coming with me.”

“Vengeance is mine. Tilleran’s murderer will be brought to justice!”

“We don’t even know that anybody’s dead yet!” Baxter called out as he dashed toward the door. “Now get your ass down to Sickbay!”

“Andy!” Browning called after him.

Baxter stopped outside the door. “I know, I know. I’ll be careful.”

“No,” Browning said. “Take this. You’ll need your strength!” And she hurled a grapefruit at Baxter.

He grabbed it out of the air. “Thanks!”

“I always thought he’d look good in a tusk,” Browning said thoughtfully.



“Tell me this is reversible,” J’hana said tightly, staring at herself in the mirror. She turned to face Dr. Holly Wilcox. “Tell me this is reversible, and I’ll spare your life.”

Holly smiled nervously and nodded. “Yes, J’hana. It’s no big deal. Just a bit of skin pigmentation.”

“I think you look cute,” Baxter offered, touching the tip of his tusk thoughtfully. “Mine itches.”

J’hana stood there, fuming, staring at the humanlike skin tone of her face, her bald, flat, antennaless head, and of course those two large tusks popping out of either side of her skull.

“Another word, and I will gut you,” J’hana said flatly, and headed for the door, pulling at her clingy leather Tanquaran outfit. “Having tusks is the only positive part of this whole thing. Well, in addition to the revealing leather.”

“I’m glad you think so,” Baxter said, following her, his leather pants likewise riding up. “Me, I think I’m showing a little too much…cheek.”

“You are,” Holly called after him from behind, as the sickbay doors closed.



Baxter and J’hana materialized in an alley, off a sunlit street, in what was supposed to be the capital city of Tanquar, Mirimar.

“Tricorder,” Baxter whispered, and crept down the alley. “According to our sensors, Vansen and Tilleran were near here when they disappeared.”

“There are several vehicles moving down the street at the end of this alley,” J’hana said as she looked at her tricorder. “In all likelihood, the street is a primary artery through the city.”

“Vansen and Tilleran were whisked away on that very street.”

“Indeed,” J’hana said, and continued scanning. “I’m not picking up any transponders. Not Gage’s, not Vansen’s, or Tilleran’s.”

“Even if they were destroyed, we should be picking up something.”

“Correct,” J’hana said. “I could triangulate their location based on the particulate elements of the transponders. But I can’t even locate those.”

“A bit odd, don’t you think?”

“Suspicious,” J’hana growled, as the pair approached the street.

Baxter put up his hand to block the bright, orange, binary Trescan suns. “It’s a bit warmer than I thought it would be.”

“You’ve been on a cold starship far too long.”

“Actually, I was almost getting used to the lack of a good climate control system when I was stuck in the past.”

“Uh-huh,” J’hana said, as she reviewed her scans.

“There were some nice things about the twenty-first century.” Baxter sighed. “Our little apartment….if you creaked the window open during the night, a little breeze would come in. Kelly…hehe…she’d snuggle up close, you know, for warmth. That is, of course, until she left…”

J’hana turned to face Baxter. “I see. Is this where you share your pain with me, and I help you come to terms with some grand meaning to your faltering relationship with Counselor Peterman?”

“Well, I guess. I mean, I thought…”

“My Imzadi is missing. All else is trivial. Let’s carry on.”

“Right,” Baxter said. “Back to business.” He stepped out into the street, and suddenly felt a steely hand grip his shoulder, drag him backwards so that he slammed against the nearby stone building.

He rubbed his shoulder. “What the hell did you do that f–” Then Baxter felt gale force winds belt him as a huge hovertruck thundered by him, inches away, right where he’d just been standing.

“Perhaps I should lead the way, sir,” J’hana said, and stepped out in front of him.

“Um…thanks.”



Lt. Commander Hartley stepped out onto the bridge of the Explorer and looked around. “Okay, what’s the freaking emergency? Whoever pulled me away from a rewiring of the IDN nodes has a lot of explaining to do!”

The command chair turned, and seated there was a trembling Lt. Howard Sefelt. “I’m…I think I broke the ship!”

Hartley walked down to the command area and sighed. “What are you doing in command?”

“Just….sitting here…” Sefelt said, fumbling with his fingers.

“Where’s Captain Baxter? Captain Vansen? Gage?”

Sefelt pointed at the viewscreen, and the taupe planet spinning there.

“Ahh,” Hartley said. “Everybody left you to go have fun on the planet, eh? Well, I guess there’d be no harm if I sat here for a while, at least until the beta shift people show up.” Sefelt hurriedly vacated the command chair and scooted back into his seat at ops, as Hartley sat back in the center seat. “So what’s going on down there?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Bad things.”

“Uh-huh. I don’t doubt it.”

“What’s going on up here?” she asked.

Sefelt just shivered a bit. “I saw a man.”

“Great,” Hartley said, clapping her thighs. “That’s great.” She looked around the bridge. “Where’s everybody else?”

Sefelt sunk a little lower in his seat. “I saw a man upon the chair. I saw a man who was not there.”

“Is it just me, Howie, or are you getting wierder and wierder?”

“He is not there again tonight,” Sefelt said. “Gee whiz I wish he’d go away.” And then he fainted against his console.

“Hartley to Sickbay,” she sighed, and stood, just as she felt something hard and flat clobber her in the back of the head, knocking her to the deck.



“Do your tusks hurt?” Baxter whispered as he and J’hana navigated a particularly bustly Tanquaran streat.

“Not as much as my crunched antenna.”

“Antennae.”

“That’s what I said. Antennae.”

Baxter nodded absently as he looked around at the mid-level stone buildings. “Not so advanced. Reminds me of Twenty-first century Earth. So they have hovercars. Does that really put them in a position to join the Federation?”

“They are supposed to be on the verge of acquiring warp drive,” J’hana said.

“Right,” Baxter said. “Warp drive. That’s the key, isn’t it?”

“As I’m told.”

“We need to meet with someone in authority,” Baxter said. “Maybe try to find that Orator guy that Gage said he’d been talking to.”

“That would be where we are heading,” J’hana said. “I have a map of the city in my tricorder.”

“Oh,” Baxter said. “So you have a plan.”

“From the beginning.”

“And you were planning on telling me…when?”

“I told you. On the way to the transporter room.”

“Ahh. Right.” Baxter scratched his head. “Something about shooting people?”

J’hana emitted a low rumble. An Andorian sigh? Possibly. “You were not listening to me. If you were not my superior officer, I’d…”

“Kill me, I know.”

“Actually, a simple bowel dissection, using a rusty blade, would suffice.”

“Super,” Baxter said. “Look, I’m sorry I wasn’t listening.”

“We are near the Orator’s office building. Be alert.” J’hana looked around. “I believe, when we were discussing this mission, you were busy whining to me about Counselor Peterman.”

“Yes. I’ve been distracted lately.”

“That is not good.”

“I know. But I think Kelly and I have a real chance of working things out, if she’d just–”

J’hana stopped, turned, and faced Baxter. He had a hard time seeing her as J’hana, what with the pinkish skin and pointy tusks–and no antennae. “That is not what I’m talking about. I was referring to your position as First Officer. You can ill afford distractions. Captains can be distracted. That’s because they have First Officers looking out for them. If you fail in this respect, people die.” She glanced about. “People may have died already.”

“Fantastic,” Baxter said. “So I need to be less mopey. I’ve got it.”

“We’ve arrived,” J’hana announced.

“Yes, I think we’ve arrived at an excellent solution to my problems,” Baxter said firmly.

J’hana stared at Baxter. “At the Orator’s office.”

“Right. I knew that.”

The Andorian reached out and touched a button next to the heavy iron door.

“State your business,” a voice said from within.

“We are here to see the Orator.” J’hana checked her tricorder, then shoved it in her vest pocket. “A Mister Gralsna.”

“Orator Gralsna is not expecting any visitors today,” a voice said.

“We’re great fans of his,” Baxter interjected. “We really enjoy his…orations.” J’hana stomped on his foot and glared at him. “What? I’m trying…”

“Hold on a moment,” the feminine voice replied. After a long pause, she said: “I apologize for the mixup. You may enter.”

The iron door slid mechanically aside.

“I do not feel good about this,” J’hana said, peering inside the dimly lit office.

“We’ve lost three crew to this blasted planet already,” Baxter said. “There’s no reason to feel good about this. Still, if it’s a trap, I’d like to meet it head…” He walked about four feet into the building, and an iron skillet came crashing down onto his head.

“That was predictable,” J’hana said, and yanked her phaser out of her vest, leaping into the darkness, determined to maim or kill whatever foul thing was hiding there.

Fifteen minutes later, she was unconscious.



“I hope you’re happy. You put my mother-in-law in a coma. And she may never walk again!”

The lecture came from Orator Gralsna, or at least that’s who Baxter assumed it was. He was fat, older, with mottled tan skin and long, twirly tusks much more ornate than his own.

Gralsna sat against his large desk as J’hana and Baxter sat before him, tied to chairs, having just recently awaken after being knocked unconscious.

“Your mother-in-law fought well,” J’hana said with a sneer. “And if she had not jabbed those pudgy fingers into my eyes, I would have finished her off…”

“A debate for another time,” Gralsna said, clasping his fingers.

“Mother-in-laws,” Baxter said with a forced chuckle. “Who needs them? Am I right? I know my wife hates my mother.”

“Shut up,” Gralsna said dryly.

“I mean, look at us,” Baxter said, inclining his chin toward Gralsna. “From two totally different species, who’ve never met, never interracted. Our customs are as different as…well, the tusks on your face. But the point is, we share so many things in common. Like mother-in- laws.”

“I love my mother-in-law,” Gralsna growled.

“Bad example,” Baxter said.

“Please,” J’hana said. “Do not help anymore.”

“Orator,” a voice buzzed from the other room. “The other prisoners have been moved here, per your orders.”

Gralsna smiled. “Bring them in.”

Before the door even opened, J’hana knew who it was. “IMZADI!” she called, craning her neck around.

“Hi,” Tilleran said in a small voice, as her and Vansen were ushered in by two hulking Tanquaran guards, in full Tanquaran costume. They were both bound at the wrists.

“Great!” Vansen deadpanned. “The cavalry. Good work getting captured, guys!”

“We could say the same to you,” Baxter said. “Where’s Gage?”

“Your Lieutenant Gage eluded us,” Gralsna said, leaning forward and pacing around Baxter, indicating to the guards that Vansen and Tilleran could be put on the couch. “He was smart. Cagey. He was on to our plan from the very beginning.”

“Plan?” Baxter asked. “Since when was there a plan?”

“Some things never change,” Vansen sighed as she was shoved onto the plush, brown couch next to the chairs Baxter and J’hana were tied to.

“There has always been a plan,” Gralsna said with a broad smile, circling around to the windows that overlooked the twin suns of Tanquar. “Ever since your so-called ‘duckblind’ was discovered three years ago, and your people were interrogated.”

“That’s impossible!” Vansen said. “We’ve been receiving regular reports–”

“From us,” Gralsna said.

“And they said you had discovered warp drive,” Vansen said, then sighed. She probably would have smacked herself in the forehead, if she’d had a hand free. “Which, of course, you haven’t.”

“No,” Gralsna said. “I’m afraid not. But, you know what…” He glanced back at the ornately spinning, basketball-sized brass rings that were perched on one corner of his desk. “If we’re on-schedule, we should be discovering warp drive any minute now…”

“How?” Baxter asked.

“It’s YOUR warp drive,” Gralsna said with a giggle. “Thanks for that, by the way.”

Vansen gritted her teeth. “See how important it is to plan, Baxter?”

“Yeah, it sure did you a hell of a lot of good!”

“We’re doomed,” J’hana moaned.



When Lt. Commander Hartley regained consciousness, she found herself sitting in the command chair once again, but this time, she and Lt. Sefelt were not alone.

Two tusked individuals, inhabitants of the planet the Explorer was currently orbiting, no doubt, were standing on the bridge. One of them had a phaser–a Starfleet phaser!–trained on Sefelt, who sat at ops, still apparently unconscious.

The other one had his phaser trained on her.

“Show us how this ship works, Starfleetian,” the one that was facing her ordered.

Hartley shrugged, and made a talky gesture with her hand.

The Tanquaran rushed forward, shoving the phaser against her neck. “We know you have a universal translator, Starfleetian. We know you can understand us, and we can understand you. And we know your vessel has warp capabilities, and can go to any solar system it wants to. Within mere months!”

“Yes,” Hartley said. “We’re advanced all right.”

The other Tanquaran produced a large, gray square, twice the size of his palm, from a pouch on his skimpy leather outfit. “You will load all of the information from your computer banks on to this.”

“I hardly think that will be compatible.”

The more aggressive Tanquaran pressed the phaser harder against her neck. “Then you will just have to make it work.”

“Yeah, well, that’s going to be a problem,” Hartley said. “I’m the ship’s…chef. I don’t know how to work the equipment.”

“Liar!” the other Tanquaran said. “You were giving commands before we came back out onto the bridge. You told the frightened one to do things. You’re a leader on this ship.”

Oh, I so wish I wasn’t, Hartley thought to herself.

“You should know the entire crew has been paralyzed, using your own ship’s gas production facilities,” the Tanquaran with the phaser on her neck told her. “We know your ship has the ability to make them all dead as well.”

“You will load as much information as you can onto this memory module, then you’ll show us how to use your transmission device to move all these people off the ship and onto a deserted continent on our planet,” one Tanquaran said.

“But before that last part, you’ll show us how to fly this ship,” the other Tanquaran said.

“Yes, that too,” the one with the phaser said. “Now.”

Hartley smiled weakly. “Well, I’ll say one thing for the Federation. They sure do know how to pick their first contacts.”



“We are all going to die,” J’hana said in a low voice, as she, Baxter, Vansen, and Tilleran all sat in a small room off the Orator’s office, all bound to chairs, in a circle, facing away from each other, as the planet’s twin suns went down through a small square window that faced Baxter.

The captain squinted in the waning sunlight. “We’re not going to die. This is really nothing. We’ve been through worse.”

“And you lead the way to victory,” Vansen said. “Spare us.”

“You know, you don’t have to be jealous. You can be a good captain too, in time.”

“I’m ten times the captain you’ll ever be, Baxter.”

“It’s not like you to be emotional,” Baxter snapped back.

“I’m not being emotional.. Those are just the facts. Look them up, I believe they’re even stated clearly in the Federation Omnipedia. Yes, Captain Vansen is better than Captain Baxter in all areas.”

“Both of you shut up,” Tilleran said. “We’re in enough trouble as it is, without you two making it worse with your petty arguing…sirs.”

“I wonder where Gage is,” Vansen mused. “If he did get out, has he gone back to the ship? Or is he still down here?”

“Maybe he was captured,” Baxter said.

“Or killed.”

“Maybe we can contact the ship,” Baxter suggested. “Do you know where they took the combadges?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact,” Tilleran said. “They used them to beam two of their people up to the Explorer to take it over.”

“It will take more than two people to take over that ship,” Baxter said confidently.

“Wanna bet?” Vansen murmurred.

“Ingenious,” J’hana said. “They knocked you unconscious, then used your own hands to tap your combadges and request beam-up. Then they affixed the combadges to themselves and were beamed up.”

“That about sums it up,” Tilleran said. “Now that they have your two combadges, they could have beamed two more people up.”

“No,” Vansen said. “It could get much worse. If they do succeed in somehow taking over the ship, they can beam up whoever they want.”

“Only if they somehow manage to capture a transporter expert to show them how to work the damn thing,” Baxter said. “C’mon…do any of you know how to do it?”

The other three nodded.

“Oh. Well….me too.”



“Fruit cup? Why is everyone on the ship unconscious?”

The voice startled Hartley, as she leaned over the engineering console, painstakingly instructing the two fairly dense Tanquarans in the operation of the warp drive systems and the transporters.

They immediately turned their weapons toward the turbolift, and trained them on the person who’d just stepped out onto the bridge.

“Hello,” Mirk said. “Mirk Hartley. Bartender extraordinaire. And you are?”

“About to shoot you,” the nastier of the Tanquarans said.

“Good one, Slojas,” his partner said.

“How did you not lose consciousness?” Slojas demanded, stepping toward Mirk.

“Anesthezine doesn’t work on me,” Mirk said. “Didn’t you know that?”

“I must have missed the memo,” Slojas said, and aimed his phaser, upping its setting. “But I think I have a way of correcting that.”

“Uh, Slojas…” The other Tanquaran tapped him on the shoulder.

“Lensl, I’m busy right now.”

“But, um…” Lensl pointed at the rippling air behind Slojas, which quickly materialized into a large, spiny, gray-skinned creature who lofted a potted plant high above his head.

“I kill this plant in the name of shipboard security!” Chaka’kan cried out, slamming the plant down on Slojas’ head, knocking him unconscious.

“Guess he saw a man who wasn’t there, too,” Hartley said with a grin, glancing down at Slojas’ immobile form.

“That felt good,” Chaka said. “Very good.” He turned toward Lensl.

“Don’t bother,” Lensl said. Smiling, he handed the phaser to Chaka. “You can have it.”

Mirk leaned down, peering at the unconscious Slojas. “Did I mention that Jem’Hadar are immune to anesthezine, too? No, guess I didn’t.”

“Mirk!” Hartley exclaimed, tossing her arms around Mirk and hugging him.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“You just averted a shipwide takeover. Nothing big.”

“That was fun,” Chaka said, and walked toward the rear turbolift. “Anyone else going down? I have yoga in ten.”

Mirk smiled. “I’ll take the next one.”

Hartley grinned and rubbed her nose against Mirk’s. “You silly boy. Telling them it was your Maloxian physiology that made you immune to anesthezine. Some of us know better.” She sighed. “Your powers come to the rescue again, eh?”

“Yes,” Mirk said in a small voice. “My powers. Woo….hoo.”

“Wait!” Hartley said, and ran toward the tactical console. “I almost forgot. We’ve got people down there.”

“Can you find them?”

“Eventually,” Hartley said. “But if the people on the planet planned on taking over the ship, odds are they’ve captured the away team. We may not have much time.”

“Guess we have to rely on them to come up with a way to save themselves, huh?”

“Yeah,” Hartley said, and exchanged nervous glances with Mirk.

“Better get to work,” Mirk said.

“Yeah.”



“Well this is a fine ending to a completely f***ed-up career,” Baxter said, leaning his head back as the sun had now fully gone down.

“It wasn’t that great,” Vansen said.

“And it’s so fitting I have you here till the very end,” Baxter said. “Reminding me how much I suck.”

“What you do in your personal life is hardly my concern.”

“Will you two EVER stop?” Tilleran asked. “You’re giving me a headache. All those emotions…so bitter.” She glared at Baxter. “And you think she’s hot, anyway.”

“I do NOT!” Baxter said. “You shut up. I’m in enough trouble with my wife as it is. Besides…I DO NOT!”

“And you’re afraid you’ll never be liked by the Explorer crew as much as Baxter is,” Tilleran said. “Respect is one thing. You’ve got that. But none of us really like you.”

“It’s true,” J’hana said.

“And, honestly, Captain,” Tilleran said. “Respect was never really on the table.”

“Yeah, I know,” Baxter said with a small grin. “I always preferred being liked to being respected anyway.”

“Funny,” Vansen said distantly. “I always preferred to be respected.”

“Looks like you both get what you want,” Tilleran said.

Baxter and Vansen looked at one another, as if for the first time.

“Wow,” Baxter said. “Never thought of it that way.”

Vansen narrowed her eyes. “It doesn’t mean we have to like each other.”

“And we don’t have to respect each other either,” Baxter added.

“Deal!” Vansen said.

“Glad that’s settled,” J’hana said, as the doornob to the small room began to jiggle. “Now we all die.”

The door suddenly swung open to reveal Lt. Jeremy Gage, in full Tanquaran regalia, holding a makeshift rifle…assumably the indigenous weapon of Tanquar.

“Gage!” Vansen exclaimed.

“Sorry it took me so long to rescue you, Captain,” Gage said, and set about untying Vansen’s bonds. “I had to make some alliances with an underground group of anarchists. Then I uncovered the political plot to steal the Explorer and use it to send the planet’s space program light years ahead…so to speak.”

“You did all that in…” Tilleran said, and looked at J’hana. “A few hours?”

“Yeah,” Gage said, and untied Baxter. “Like I said, sorry I’m late. Why’d you guys come down, anyway? I gave the Captain the secret signal that the mission had gone awry, and I was planning to undermine the Tanquaran’s plans.”

Vansen blinked. “You did?”

Gage nodded earnestly.

Baxter giggled as he rubbed his wrists. “Guess I’m not the only one who doesn’t listen during meetings.” He looked around at the group. “Well…I’m not the one in command here, but what’s say we all beam off this cursed rock?”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 57184.4. We’re getting ready to depart the planet Tanquar, after a thoroughly unsuccessful First Contact operation. The mission failed for many reason, not the least of which was the fact that the Tanquarans are a bunch of lying, underhanded miscreants who deceived us at every turn. How dare they pretend to have warp capability? Really!

Unfortunately, because there is to be no official record of our existence on Tanquar, we could not arrest Gralsna or his men. We had to be satisfied with performing mindwipes, and hope that we got everyone who was affected.

The last order of business was to dismantle our duckblind, and pick up the pour souls that worked there, who’d been rotting in a Tanquar prison camp.

Now we’re ready to embark on our next mission. Which can’t possibly go as bad as this one. Then again, on this ship…



Vansen leaned back and rubbed her eyes, staring at the ceiling of her readyroom, not for the first time wishing she was the captain of some ship…any other ship…that wasn’t named Explorer.

Then, to make matters worse, her door chimed. Why was it people always wanted to talk to her? This was a distinct disadvantage to the whole captaincy thing.

“Come,” she said tiredly.

Baxter ducked his head in, then fully stepped into the readyroom, still obviously annoyed at her decor. Or perhaps it was just the fact that it wasn’t HIS decor.

Either way, he tried to put on a smile.

“…Captain,” he said slowly, and tossed a padd onto her desk. “This is our closeout report for the mission.”

She arched an eyebrow. “You wrote a report?”

He nodded. “Tilleran showed me how.”

“Interesting,” she said, paging through the padd’s contents. “Wow, the Sickbay chapter is particularly long.”

“Lots of nausea, you know, from the knockout drugs.”

“I’m surprised the Tanquarans had the wherewithal to activate that.”

Baxter nodded. “I guess we should be glad that’s all the wherewithal they had.”

“No kidding.” She leaned forward, pushing the padd aside. “This is fine.”

“Good. Glad you approve.”

“I didn’t say that. I just said it’s fine.”

“Well, that’s good enough for me,” Baxter said, and headed toward the door.

“Captain,” Vansen said, stopping Baxter in his tracks.

He didn’t turn around. “Yeah?”

“I’m swamped here. Why don’t you take command for the rest of the day? Make yourself useful and plant your ass in that chair for a few hours.”

“Thanks,” Baxter said with a small grin. “I’ll do that.”



THE END.



NEXT:



Something has happened to the Directors, and Mirk is determined to figure out what. With the help of Lt. Commander Hartley, Mirk sets out on a journey to the Bermuda Expanse, to find out once and for all what happened to the elusive all-knowing eyeballs. But what he finds may bring up more questions than there are answers. Then again, you weren’t expecting a neat and tidy resoultion, were you?






For Eyes Only



The music beat like an incessant drum.

Mirk Hartley leaned over the bar and sighed as he watched dancing Explorer crewmembers conga by, drinks in hand.

“Don’t know what they’re so damned happy about,” a voice said from down the bar, and Mirk sidled over to face Captain Baxter.

“You’re in better spirits, I see,” Mirk said wryly.

“Yeah right,” Baxter said. “I just came here to try and forget that I’m the first officer and I have to report to Vansen. Did you know I have to file reports now?”

“The horror,” Mirk said.

“And everywhere I turn, Vansen’s done some other stupid thing to increase ‘efficiency’ on the ship. I thought things were just fine when I was running the show.”

“I don’t remember there being any problems…specifically.” Mirk rubbed his chin. “Then again, I am only the bartender.”

“Don’t sell yourself short, Mirk,” Baxter said. “You serve a very important function here. You don’t just serve drinks. You dispense wisdom. You help people. Like a counselor.” He sighed low. “Counselor.”

“You miss Counselor Peterman, don’t you.”

“Dearly,” Baxter said.

Mirk nodded. “Any returns on your communiques yet?”

“Nope,” Baxter said. “Not a one. I’m starting to think she never wants to talk to me again.”

Mirk thought about the Directors, and how he hadn’t heard a peep out of them in two years. According to Baxter’s report about the events that transpired on Earth of the 21st century, a war in the heavens was brewing between the Critics and a new power called “The Producers.” But where were the Directors? And why weren’t they speaking to him, their earthly conduit?

Of course, Mirk didn’t mention any of this to Baxter. “Maybe she’s just preoccupied,” he said, after a pause.

Baxter sank his head down on the bar. “Preoccupied with hating me.”

“Captain,” Mirk said, and leaned forward. “You need to snap out of this. You’re never going to wrest control of this ship back if you take on such a defeatist attitude.”

“I won’t? You mean I can? Wrest control?”

“I don’t see why not,” Mirk said. “You’re only as good as you believe you are. And if you believe you’re good enough, then you’ll be able to overcome Vansen, and figure out a way to get the ship back.”

“Damn it, Mirk, you’re right,” Baxter said, and pounded his fist on the lighted table. “I’m going to go to that damn Vansen and tell her what I think of her.” He slipped off the chair, stumbled, then gripped the bar and righted himself. “Just as soon as I sleep this off.”

“It’s synthehol, sir. You can disperse its effects with a single thought.”

Baxter looked at Mirk one long moment, then blinked. “Huh?”

“Nevermind.” Mirk took a breath. “Directors be with you. Have a nice night.” Mirk watched Baxter leave, then decided he would call it an early night. The loud music was giving a headache, and besides, he suddenly found himself with a lot on his mind.



After leaving the bar in the hands of Zordock the Bold, his Assistant Bartender, Mirk went back to his quarters and ducked into the closet in the back room.

Ever since Baxter returned to the Explorer, with tales of an epic battle between Leximas and Irma, between the Critics and an omniptent force known as the ‘Producers,’ Mirk had been worried. He’d submitted a report to Starfleet, detailing everything he knew. He told them probably more than they cared to know about the Maloxian faith and belief system. About the Directors and the Critics. And about the fact that there was no reference–anywhere–to the Producers. He was just as confused as the rest of them.

His thoughts, from time to time, now shifted to the Bermuda Expanse. Out there, in the Veltran system, the answers to his questions remained hidden.

He’d dismissed any notion of going there. The place had been blockaded after the last visit, Starfleet citing that the ramifications of open travel to the Delta Quadrant–and, it seemed, to other time periods– provided too great a risk for any unknowing ship to stumble into.

Still he knew the answers he required were there.

President Dillon reported that he’d gone there to find Leximas, and had learned nothing. But shortly after, the Directors, in their own way, spoke to him. The answer to Leximas’ whereabouts literally hit Dillon in the head, in the form of a book from his library. No question the Directors…or, possibly, these “Producers” had been the ones to guide Dillon in that direction.

Mirk needed some of that guidance himself, now, which was exactly what had brought him to his closet. His altar had been in the supply closet on Deck 11, until J’hana discovered it one day as she’d apparently been inventorying its contents with Tilleran. So Mirk had to hide the altar now in his quarters. He never told Hartley about it. Not that she would disapprove, but he figured it gave Hartley some measure of comfort to think that he didn’t zealously worship the Directors anymore. Whenever he brought up the subject, she would get uncomfortable. He didn’t want his faith to do that to her.

He pushed aside a pile of clothing, revealing a small, brass altar. He withdrew the plum he’d taken from his bar from his jacket pocket, squeezing it over the altar until it was coated with juice. Then he lit the candles.

“Directors, if you are out there, please hear my plea. I beg upon the fruits of your wisdom; please, squirt me with the delicious juice of your knowledge, so that I may sow your seeds and grow great trees where there are none…”

Nothing happened. Not that he was expecting anything to happen; but, he could at least say he tried.

He covered the altar back up and closed the closet, deciding to head back to the Constellation Club. Maybe he was better off not knowing what was going on out there in the ethereal eternity. That world really wasn’t for him anymore, anyway.



The next day, Mirk watched Hartley with a small smile as she finished off her second bowl of his famous chili, at their corner table in the Constellation Club. “How is it, my little fruit roll-up?”

“Delicious, as always,” Hartley said, pushing the bowl aside and burping with satisfaction. “Dessert?”

“You can have some. I’m fine.”

“You never even had any lunch.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Your third colon acting up again?” Hartley asked, her brow knitting in concern.

“It’s not that,” Mirk said. “Well, it’s partially that, but…”

Hartley leaned forward. “What is it?”

Mirk looked away, toward the stars that blazed toward them out the forward viewports. “It’s nothing.”

“It’s the Directors,” Hartley said.

“What? How could you…?”

She smiled and put a hand on Mirk’s. “You underestimate how well I know you, Mirk.”

“Don’t know why I would do a thing like that,” Mirk said with a small smile. “Anyway, yes. It’s the Directors. It seems like they’ve just…”

“Forsaken you? Again?”

Mirk nodded.

“You should be used to by now. It’s obvious that they only show up when they want to.”

“But if what the Captain and the others say is right, don’t you think now would be a great time for them to show up? I mean, if the Critics really are threatening a takeover?”

“Maybe they’re so busy dealing with the Critics out there on some other plain, they don’t have time to bother with us.”

“Or maybe they’re in trouble.”

Hartley nodded. “There’s really no way to know.”

“Yeah,” Mirk said, rubbing his chin. “None that I can think of.”

Hartley narrowed her eyes at Mirk. “What are you thinking?”

Mirk smiled, grabbing Hartley’s hands and squeezing them. “Didn’t you say something about knowing me so well…”

“I was just kind of hoping I was wrong this time.”

“So…will you help me?”

Hartley leaned forward and kissed Mirk deeply on the mouth. Then she leaned back and smiled at him. “What do you think?”



“A runabout?” Baxter asked, leaning on the tactical console as J’hana entered her security report from the previous night.

“That is the rumor,” J’hana said.

“But for what?” Baxter replied in a low voice. “Where do they plan on taking it?”

“Is it not obvious?” J’hana said.

“Maybe,” Baxter said.

J’hana sighed. “The Bermuda Expanse. Mirk wants to reconnect with the Directors. At any rate, I believe Captain Vansen is currently considering the request.”

“Probably getting ready to quash the whole thing, if I know her,” Baxter said. “But this is important to Mirk, I know it. I’ll go talk to her.”

“Is that really a wise idea?” J’hana asked as Baxter walked toward the ready room.

“I’m not planning on taking no for an answer, Lieutenant,” Baxter said, and pushed the call button on Vansen’s door. “This is a new Andy Baxter. Take notice. I plan on getting what I want, no matter who stands in my–”

The doors opened, revealing a smiling Lieutenant Commander Hartley.

“Thanks again, Captain. See you in a week or two,” Hartley said, sidling past Baxter and heading for the aft turbolift.

“No problem,” Vansen said. “Take as long as you like. I know this is important to Mirk.”

Baxter’s mouth hung open. “You…”

“Granted her request?” Vansen said. “Yes. As if it’s any business of yours. I believe they have a valid concern. Starfleet concurs. If we weren’t running medical supplies out to the Vegra system, we’d escort them ourselves.”

“Shouldn’t we be sending them with the Escort? And a full crew?”

“As always, you’re wrong, Captain,” Vansen said, her nose wrinkling joyfully. “Hartley and Mirk wish to keep a low profile. I respect that. Don’t you?”

“You’re so good at turning things around, making me seem like an idiot.”

“No, I think you do a pretty good job of that yourself.” Vansen returned to a padd she was reading, then looked back up at Baxter. “Are we done here?”

Baxter gritted his teeth, then backed out of the readyroom, stepping up to the turbolift just as Hartley was stepping in. “Commander, if you need anything…”

“We’ll be all right, Captain,” Hartley said, her face stiff with resolved. It softened, if only for a moment. “I’ll make sure to check in on Counselor Peterman while we’re in the neighborhood, sir.”

“Thanks,” Baxter said softly as the turbolift doors closed.



“Ready?” Hartley asked, walking up to the doors to the Constellation Club as he stepped out, a small satchel slung over her shoulder.

“Yep. Just giving Zordock the Bold a few instructions.”

“Must you really call him that every time?”

Mirk nodded. “He insists.”

“Well, it’s very bold of him to willingly take over the Club while you’re out.”

“He looks at it as a growth experience,” Mirk said. “Anyway, if I shut it down, no telling what Guinanco might do to get their grubby hands on it.”

“Yes. Shame about Janice’s restaurant.”

“Very much so,” Mirk said. “Now then, shall we go?”

Hartley hooked her arm with Mirk’s, as they walked down the corridor. “We shall.”

“I’m glad you decided to come along with me,” Mirk said, hugging her close.

“Was there ever a question?” Hartley asked lightly.



“Question,” Hartley said, laying next to Mirk in the cramped bunk in the back of the runabout Passaic as it streaked toward the Veltran system. Once they’d gotten underway, and she’d locked the course into the computer, they decided to head to the aft section and take a nap. It was always good to be awake and alert when one conversed with gods.

“What’s that?

“Well, I was just wondering…rather than go through all the trouble of using a runabout, why didn’t you just, you know…teleport us to the Bermuda Expanse?”

“Hmm? Oh. Well…it doesn’t really work that way.”

“Last time I checked, you were gaining power. I figured something like that would be easy for you.”

“It’s not. Believe me, I’m far from able to completely control my powers.”

“I guess I should feel good about that,” Hartley said, snuggling close to Mirk’s chest. “I mean, as long as you’re tied down to this world somehow, you’re not going to run off and leave me to be omnipotent.”

“I’d never do that,” Mirk said, and kissed Hartley on the forehead. “I’d choose you over omnipotence any day of the week.”

“Sure you would,” Hartley laughed sleepily. “You just keep telling yourself that.”



“Look a them. Dishing out frozen yogurt and italian ice as if they didn’t have a care in the world,” Dr. Browning muttered to herself, eating her Black Hole Burger with extra cheese, on one of the benches along the upper-level walkway of Ship’s Shoppes, the Explorer’s mall. She’d sat out here several times, between shifts in Sickbay, and the rare times she was able to drag Plato along with her for some shopping.

Across the opening in the floor, through which one could see the buzz of activity at the lower-level shops, on the other side of the promenade, the restaurant that once was Space Tastes was currently being whored out as a trendy frozen yogurt and italian ice stand.

“Rura Penthe’s” had everything Space Tastes lacked, it seemed. Bright lighting, fast service, and large crowds. It wasn’t dimly lit, or intimate. And apparently everyone got EXACTLY what they ordered. How boring. People didn’t experiment nearly enough with their menu choices, Browning felt.

She munched on her sandwich and stared angrily at the Guinanco operation, completely oblivious to the fact that Captain Baxter was standing beside her.

“Janice?” he said. “Hello?” He waved a hand in front of her face.

She blinked, glancing up at him. “Oh. Hi, Andy.”

Baxter sat down beside her. “Hope this seat isn’t taken.”

“No,” Browning said. “It’s not located in that restaurant, so it’s fair game.”

“I hear there’s an hour wait in there sometimes,” Baxter said.

“You’re not making me feel any better,” Browning said.

“Sorry,” Baxter said, looking down. “Did you, um, here about Mirk and Hartley?”

“He’s not fighting a battle to save the universe again, is he?” Browning asked, balling up her sandwich wrapper and throwing it in a nearby trash can.

“Not that I know of. He just went with Hartley to the Bermuda Expanse. They’re going to try to contact the Directors.”

“Good,” Browning said. “I hope they find out what’s going on with the Critics. Seems like there are a lot of questions to be answered.”

“Yes,” Baxter said. “A lot of questions.”

“Did you want something in particular, Andy?” Browning said. “I have to be in Sickbay in a little while. I’ve got a tonsillectomy and a bowel resection. Hopefully I can remember which is which.”

“Yes. Funny,” Baxter said, never knowing when Browning was joking about things like that. “I just wanted to see how you were doing.”

“Same as always. Wondering where Christopher is. Wondering about Kelly. Wondering about my restaurant. Wondering about Plato. Just a whole lot of wondering.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “I know what you mean.”

“Did you know Plato’s birthday was last week?” Browning asked.

“It was?”

“Stardate 54217.”

Baxter rubbed his chin. “I’ll be damned. Boy, time flies when you get thrown backwards and then thrown forward in it.”

“No kidding,” Browning said. “He barely stayed long enough after dinner to eat cake and open presents. Said he was meeting up with ‘a friend.’”

“Any idea who the friend is?”

“Nope.”

“Maybe he has a girlfriend.”

Browning shrugged. “I hope he does. I hope he has things in his life that make him happy. I really do. I’d just like to know about them. To talk with him about them, you know? To feel included?”

“Must be a helpless feeling, not knowing what’s going on with him,” Baxter said thoughtfully.

“I wish I had control over something,” Browning said. “Just one thing. If I could just get one thing right, I feel like everything else would fall into place.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Baxter said.

“Well,” Browning said, and clapped her thighs, standing up. “No use bellyaching about it. Guess until I find something I can really be successful at, I’ll just go do some surgery.”

“Good luck,” Baxter said, as Browning walked off.

“Eh,” she said.

Baxter stared after Browning as she walked away. “Maybe it’s about time I began to operate, too,” he said thoughtfully.



Hartley and Mirk stepped out of the aft cabin and looked out the front windows as the Passaic automatically came out of warp, having arrived at its preprogrammed destination.

“The Bermuda Expanse,” Mirk said, awe-filled, as the roiling purple energy mass sat in front of them, almost daring them to go in.

Hartley sat down at the front console. “Good thing we were in this neighborhood not too long ago. We were still within a day’s travel.”

“It was my mistake not taking leave to come here when we were docked at Waystation,” Mirk said. “I should have, if only to pay my respects.”

“It’s not like the gods are dead,” Hartley said as she worked at her console.

“They might as well be,” Mirk said. “I haven’t heard anything from the Directors since they helped us escape from that timeline Irma created, where you and the Aerostar never went to the Delta Quadrant.”

“And you really think coming here is going to give you any insights you couldn’t have gotten on the ship?” Hartley asked.

“It’s worth a try,” Mirk said earnestly, sitting beside Hartley. “Go ahead and take us in.”

“Let’s just not hang around any longer than we have to, okay?” Hartley said, steering the Passaic into the massive spatial anomaly. “We don’t exactly have a great track records of good things happening in here.”

The runabout shook as it barreled in toward the center of the Bermuda Expanse.

“Sensors are useless,” Hartley said. “And the gravitic wake is no picnic, either.”

Mirk held onto the console in front of him, as the runabout shook harder and harder. “I can almost feel them, Megan.”

“Well, feel them fast, so you can ask your questions and we can get out of here.”

“Patience,” Mirk said, closing his eyes. “I can feel something coming. Something very big…”

Hartley nodded, idly looking out the front viewport. Her eyes went wide. “Mirk!”

Mirk opened his eyes and stared out the viewport. “That’s a starship!”

“What would gods need with a Starship?” Hartley asked, steering the runabout away from the looming ship. Not big compared to a ship like the Explorer, but many times over the size of the runabout.

It was a Federation starship, all right. Even through the melange of purple clouds, she could make out that it was Sabre-class. The compact one-level design, rear-mounted twin nacelles, and the stingray look of the primary hull gave it away instantly.

“What are they doing here?” Mirk asked, as Hartley checked her aft sensors.

“Following us, at the moment,” Hartley said.

“Could they be a science ship studying the Bermuda Expanse?”

“I don’t think we’re that lucky. Sabres aren’t for exploring anyway. They’re battleships.”

“Should we hail them? You know, say hello?”

“It’s worth a try,” Hartley said, tapping a control. “Runabout Passaic to Federation Starship. Please state your business.”

“Passaic. Please come to and lower your shields.”

“This feels wrong,” Mirk whispered.

“Unidentified vessel: Care to explain why?”

“We will explain why when you beam aboard, Commander. This is a direct order. Beam aboard, now.”

“I don’t like this,” Mirk said under his breath. “We need to get out of here.”

“We just got here. I thought we had to find out what happened to the Directors.”

Mirk’s expression darkened. “Well, they’re not here. If they were, they would have made themselves known by now. And, chances are, Starfleet’s come looking for the same thing. And who knows what they’ll want with us. With me.”

“They’re Starfleet,” Hartley said. “There shouldn’t be anything to be afraid of.” She looked down at her sensor readings. “They’re activating a tractor beam!”

“One big, happy family, eh?” Mirk said. “Evasive maneuvers?”

“That’s kind of you to say, Mirk, but this is a runabout, and that’s a full-sized Federation Starship. We’re no match.”

“You’ve got to do something.”

“What can I do?” Hartley asked, sending the Passaic into a dive, narrowly avoiding the lancing blue tractor beam. “I can’t evade them forever. Even with the sensor distortions in here, they’ll be able to track us as long as we’re in visual range. If we stay here, we’re as good as captured.”

Suddenly the Passaic shook, as the tractor beam took full hold.

“Maybe we should talk to them,” Mirk said nervously, looking around as he felt the Passaic’s engines strain against the other starship’s strong tractor beam.

“Yes. They are Starfleet, after all,” Hartley said, and brought the runabout to a full stop.

“Right,” Mirk said. “Then why do I feel like we’re about to do something really stupid?”

“Probably for the same reason I feel it,” Hartley said, pressing a control, dropping the runabout’s shields, just as she felt the familiar pull of a transporter beam taking hold of her.



“One italian ice, please. Isoberry.”

“You’ve got it, Captain!” the chipper teenaged girl behind the counter at Rura Penthe’s said, turning to call in the order to one of the other teenagers working in the preparation area. Baxter wondered where Guinanco got all those teenagers, and how they got them aboard the Explorer. Cheap labor, for sure.

He glanced around. It wounded him deeply to see Janice’s restaurant repainted in pastels, re-floored in a goofy yellow and blue checkerboard pattern. Plus, the line at the counter had taken thirty minutes. Apparently, Captain’s prerogative didn’t apply in a Guinanco establishment.

“Here ya go, Captain!” the redhead said with a wink, sliding the cup of frosty blue ice across the counter to Baxter.

“No need to be so formal miss…” He squinted at her nametag. “Kiki.”

“Oh, we call everyone ‘Captain’ here, Captian,” Kiki said with a small smile. “It’s part of our charm.”

“Yeah, I guess it is,” Baxter muttered. “Look, is your manager around?”

“Fancy Dan is in the back. He’s not supposed to be disturbed.”

“Fancy…oh, for the love of…” Baxter muttered. “Can you ask him to come out here? I want to talk to him.”

Kiki shook her head. “I’m afraid not, sir. He left explicit orders not to be disturbed.”

“Well, what if you told him the Captain…well, a Captain, of the Explorer wants to talk to him.”

“Do you mean Vansen?”

Baxter gritted his teeth. “No, I mean me.”

“You’re the first officer, right?”

“No, I mean…I guess I…” Baxter sighed. “Yes. I’m the First Officer.”

“Well, let me check and see.”

“You’re holding up the line, Captain!” J’hana growled from the back of the line, which reached out the doorway of the new establishment..

“Shouldn’t you be on duty?” Baxter called back to her.

“Shouldn’t you?”

“Touche,” Baxter muttered. “Look, I may need you to rough someone up for me.”

“I am on my break.”

“I’ll give you the rest of the day off.”

“I stand ready to assist you.”

“Just wait for my signal,” Baxter said, and looked up as a plump, grinny fellow with obscenely white teeth and a ballcap with the Rura Penthe’s logo emblazoned on it.

Baxter stepped out of the line so Kiki could wait on the next customer, leaning over the corner of the counter, behind which Dan stood expectantly..

“Is there a problem, Captain?” Dan asked with a wide grin.

“Yes there is, as a matter of fact,” Baxter said. “Your friends at Guinanco have taken over my friend’s restaurant. She’d like it back now.”

“Oh. You must be referring to Janice Browning.” Dan withdrew a padd from his hip pocket. “Guinanco lawfully acquired this space on Stardate 56986, when it was determined that Doctor Browning could be gone for a prolonged period of time. Captain Vansen approved the transfer of ownership.”

“Well, we want our space back,” Baxter said. “This was a restaurant that the people on the Explorer really came to like.”

“I’ve studied the numbers, sir,” Dan said. “And, honestly, Rura Penthe’s has more than doubled the clientele of Space Tastes. Now then…I do believe a small space is opening up on the lower level. Maybe she should put in for that one.”

“She won’t need to. She’ll be taking this one back.”

“I’m afraid you don’t have a proverbial leg to stand on, Captain. I can refer you to Guinanco’s legal department.”

“I have two legs to stand on, Mister,” Baxter said, and turned on a heel. “And I don’t need to contact Guinanco’s legal department. I’m going to Guianan herself.”

A dull quiet settled over the staff behind the counter.

“I wouldn’t suggest that, sir.”

“I don’t give a damn what you suggest,” Baxter said. He threw down his cup of Isoberry Ice, and it splattered on the floor. “And you can keep your foul, tainted ice!”

“Was that the signal?” J’hana asked as Baxter walked by.

“No. Nevermind. I’m going to settle this another way.”

“Fine. Can I still have the day off?”



“This isn’t so bad, actually,” Hartley muttered, leaning on her fist and staring at the blank wall of the featureless grey conference room aboard the vessel to which they’d been beamed. “If you don’t mind being bored to death.”

“Maybe that’s their plan,” Mirk said, sitting beside her, his dinner jacket unbuttoned. “Bore us to death.”

“That’s a good plan,” Hartley said. “There’ll be no evidence of the cause of death, other than the frightfully bored expressions on our faces.”

Mirk grinned. “Maybe we should thwart them, then. Find a way to stimulate each other…”

“Why, Mirk, you old…” Hartley grinned, sliding a hand down to Mirk’s leg.

“Ahem.” A woman stood in the doorway. How long she’d been there was anyone’s guess. “I take it you are Lieutenant Commander Megan Hartley? And Mister Mirk Hartley?”

“That’s right,” Hartley said. “What’s it to you?”

“We have some questions for you.”

The woman had an intense, questioning face. Long, dark brown hair, and wore a featureless gray jumpsuit and no rank insignia. It was definitely Starfleet-issue, though.

“We?” Mirk asked.

“My partner is running a bit late,” the woman said, walking in, carrying a padd, and taking a seat opposite Mirk and Hartley. “He just finished eating. It…takes a long time.”

“We’ve been sitting here almost three hours,” Hartley said. “The security officers who brought us here wouldn’t tell us why we’re here. And all you can offer in the way of explanation is that your partner takes a long time eating?”

“It takes him a really long time to eat,” the woman said, tapping on a padd.

“And you are?” Mirk asked.

The woman looked up, locked eyes with him. “Dallas. Samantha Dallas.”

“Our captain would like you,” Hartley said with a small smile.

“And why is that?” Dallas asked.

“Nothing,” Hartley said, her expression returning to a rigid glare. “Now tell us what you want with us, and we’ll be on our way. You can’t just keep us here.”

“And yet, amazingly, I am,” Dallas said as she paged through the padd. “You two have had an illustrious career, you know that?”

“We’ve had our ups and downs.”

“Starfleet was hunting you down at one point. For….practicing something called Maloxitarianism?”

“Yes. Then Starfleet tried to enforce the same religion,” Mirk said. “Confusing, isn’t it?”

“I’m not here to debate theology with you, Mirk.”

“So what are you here for?”

“To ask questions,” Dallas said. “To begin with, what brings you to the Bermuda Expanse?”

“A runabout,” Hartley said.

Dallas frowned. “Cute.”

“I thought so.”

“Let me rephrase. What is the purpose of your visit?”

“Vacation,” Mirk said. “My people revere this expanse. We consider it a place of thoughtful meditation.”

“Yoga does wonders too, you know. And you can do that from the comfort of your own ship.”

“Thanks for the suggestion.” Hartley started to stand. “Is that about it?”

Dallas held up her hand. “No. Sit a while longer for me, please.”

“We’d like to speak to a Starfleet representative,” Mirk said.

“Here I am,” Dallas said.

“Someone of command rank,” Hartley said. “Either the commander of this vessel. Or better yet, Captain Beck of Waystation.” Beck didn’t have much affection for the Explorer crew, but Hartley trusted her a hell of a lot more than the people on this ship. Something just felt…wrong about all this.

“We’ll send you back on your way soon. Once we feel like you pose no threat to our operations.”

“And what might those be?”

“I’ll ask the questions,” Dallas said. “Now, then. I take it your true reason for coming here was to attempt to contact the Directors. How did you plan on doing this?”

“With my mind,” Mirk said flatly. “I have a way of being able to do that.”

“And yet you haven’t yet.” Dallas made some notes on her padd.

“That’s enough,” Hartley said. “We’re done with your questions. You can shoot us if you want, but we’re not playing this little game anymore.”

“I see,” Dallas said. “Well, perhaps my partner can convince you to cooperate.” She tapped her combadge. “Batyn. Come in, please.”

There was a low rumble. The doors opened, and a huge, gilled, bug-eyed fishy purple looking being strode in.

“This better be good. I was only halfway through my brine platter.”

“Come, sit,” Dallas said, gesturing for Batyn to sit down.

“This is ridiculous,” Batyn said. “I’m not going to intimidate them.”

“You aren’t if you act like that,” Dallas hissed under her breath.

“He’s right,” Mirk said. “If you know anything about me, you’ll know I come from a race enslaved by the Flarn. They eat guys who look like that as appetizers.”

“Big appetizers,” Hartley said quietly. “But, yeah, he’s right.”

“Don’t give me that sob story, Mister,” Dallas snapped. “We’ve handled a Flarn before.”

“And almost been eaten,” Batyn interjected.

“Shut up,” Dallas said, drawing a glare from Batyn, then turned back to Mirk and Hartley. “We’re not here to intimidate you. We just want…”

“To ask us a few questions,” Hartley said. “Yes, you’ve said that a dozen times.”

“No. We just want the truth.”

“Well,” Mirk said. “We’ve given you that.”

“Not the whole truth yet,” Dallas said. “Because I happen to believe you’re hiding something.”

“Really?” Batyn asked her. “How can you tell?”

Batyn bit her lip. “A hunch.” She looked deep into Mirk’s eyes. “You’re not all there, are you, Mirk?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Hartley demanded, leaning across the table.

“Your powers. They’re supposed to be substantial, aren’t they?”

“I suppose, by some definitions, I may be considered omnipotent,” Mirk said.

“Then dazzle us with a show of your powers,” Dallas said, gesturing at Mirk. “Levitate Batyn here. Better yet, turn him into a Tarkalian featherhawk.”

“Now look here,” Batyn said. “We never discussed…”

“You can’t, can you?” Dallas asked, peering at Mirk. “For the same reason you can’t escape from this room, or this expanse, even if you desperately needed to. Your powers are weak right now, aren’t they?”

“You don’t have to answer that, Mirk,” Hartley said, her voice shaking.

“He doesn’t need to,” Dallas said, standing. “I think we’ve learned all we need to know.”

“Now wait one…” Hartley said, clenching her fists.

“You’ll be released by morning. We’ll be back if we need anything else cleared up,” Dallas called over her shoulder, as she and Batyn walked out of the room.

“Featherhawk my fins,” Batyn said, ducking out into the hallway.

Once they were alone again, Hartley looked at Mirk. “You have a great pokerface, lover. You had them completely fooled. Now how about you transport us to the runabout, and then send this ship to the other side of the quadrant. And while you’re at it, give that Dallas woman a huge hemorrhoid.”

“I…I can’t,” Mirk said, locking eyes with Hartley. “She was right. My powers are weak.”

Hartley didn’t miss a beat. “Well, then. It’s up to me to get us out of here, huh?”



“Put me through, damn it!” Baxter demanded, pounding on the desktop terminal in his office–the First Officer’s office.

“I’m scrumptiously sorry, Captain,” the sweet-voiced Guinanco operator said, grinning at him from the terminal. “Guinan can’t be disturbed right now. She’s a very busy woman.”

“She runs a bar.”

“She runs an interstellar corporation. One of the more successful ones in recent history.”

“Whatever. Isn’t she still on the Enterprise-E?”

“That information is classified,” the operator said. “I can let you speak with our Vice President for External Relations, if you like.”

“No. I don’t like. I want Guinan, and I want her now. She’s going to turn over the rights to the space occupied by that blasted yogurt place on the ship, or I’ll hunt her down and give her an earful to listen to.”

“Guinan does not take kindly to threats, sir.”

“Well, she’ll take even less kindly to what I have in mind.”

“But isn’t that also a threat?”

“Don’t you get philosophical with me!” Baxter said.

“And you have a nice day,” the woman said, and cut the channel.

“Ohhhhh, damn you Guinan!” Baxter growled, slamming his fist down on his desk.

He’d just have to find another way. There were more than one ways to skin this cat, he thought.

Baxter rubbed his chin. That gave him an idea.

A beautiful idea.



“Are you sure about this?” Mirk asked, as he squirmed along the Jefferies tube behind Hartley.

“As sure as I am that this is access conduit J3-25. Same as the one on the Explorer.”

“But this is a whole different class of ship.”

“The layouts are modular. They’re much the same on all current designs. Trust an engineer, Mirk.”

“But do you know where we’re going?”

“Shuttlebay,” she said. “Why, you have any other sights you want to see?”

“Not really,” Mirk admitted.

“We’d better hurry, too. If this vessel is what I think it is, there security has got to be pretty good.”

“What do you think it is?”

“A Starfleet-style crew on a Starfleet vessel, that doesn’t seem to follow Starfleet procedures?”

“Section Thirty-One,” Mirk said. “The basis of Julian Bashir’s awful spy novels.”

“It’s sad that your knowledge of current events comes entirely from pop culture,” Hartley said.

“I’m a bartender, what do you want from me?” Mirk asked.



“He’s a bartender. She’s an engineer. Just how much trouble could they possibly get into?” Dallas asked, leaning over the conference table in the meeting room that had recently held Mirk and Hartley.

“I don’t want to be around to find out,” Batyn said. “That Hartley woman didn’t seem to like you very much.”

“I’m not afraid of her,” Dallas said. “Still, something about this whole thing bothers me.”

“What, us doing a favor for Section 31, or the fact that you got an unpleasant vibe from that engineer person?”

“We are not doing a ‘favor,’ for Section 31. We are following explicit orders from Starfleet Command to cooperate with the crew of this vessel, some of whom may or may not belong to the shadow organization Section 31.”

“Did you read that directly from our orders, or did you paraphrase?”

“I memorized the orders, okay?” Dallas asked. “Now what in the hell are we going to tell the Admiral?”

The doors to the conference room opened, and a cigar smoking man walked in. He pulled the smouldering cigar out of his mouth and blew out smoke.

“You don’t need ta tell ’im anything. He already knows.”

“Admiral Baxter,” Dallas said. “Our…visitors…have disappeared. Internal sensors were nullified. They could be anywhere.”

Harlan Baxter nodded. “I know.”

“What do you plan on doing about it, if I may ask, sir?” Dallas asked, drawing another glare from Batyn. Why was he always glaring at her, anyway?

“What else? Let ’em go,” Harlan said. “They can’t help us.”

“But they could go back to their ship and report our location.”

Harlan took his cigar back out. “We’ll be long gone by the time anyone comes looking for us. Plus, our holographic screens can project us as any ship we see fit. How do you think we got out of that business with the Gorn?”

Dallas had been debriefed on that mission, during which the Idlewild had been intercepted by Gorn while studying a Redlands phenomenon–similar to the Bermuda Expanse–in Gorn Space. Ironically, it was Hartley and Mirk’s ship, the Explorer, that was sent to negotiate for the Idlewild’s safe return to Federation space. If Dallas had been commanding, she might have handled things differently. Like with phasers and photon torpedoes.

“So you’re not going to be investigating the Bermuda Expanse any further?” Dallas asked, after a pause.

“Why would I? The Directors aren’t here.”

“But how do you know?”

Harlan clapped a hand on Dallas’ back. “I’ll put a commendation in your file. You and your fishy friend were a big help.”

“A big help in what?” Dallas asked.

“Shut up,” Batyn said under his breath.

“Don’t worry about that. Just go back to Earth and pretend none of this ever happened. We’ll take it from here.”

“Take WHAT?” Dallas demanded, as Batyn wrapped an arm around her shoulders and gestured her out the door. “What is this all about, Admiral? Why are you trying to hard to contact these omnipotent life forms?”

“Come on, Dallas. I’ll get you a coffee. And we can discuss the finer points of keeping your job.”

Harlan harrumphed as the two agents left. “Crazy kids,” he muttered, puffing on his cigar.

“You’re being soft,” a voice said from the doorway. Harlan didn’t need to turn around. He knew who it was. “Those people from the Explorer could be of great benefit to the mission. Especially the Maloxian.”

“Long as I’m heading things up, I’ll decide who benefits what, my dear.”

“Just trying to be helpful.”

“You’ve done enough of that.”

“Don’t forget, we’re partners in this. Ideally, I should be signing off on every decision you make.”

“This isn’t an ideal situation,” Harlan muttered, then chewed on the end of his cigar. “But I can tell you one thing. Mirk’s presence isn’t crucial to this mission. You saw for yourself. His powers are all but gone.”

“I’m not sure if that’s a good thing, or a bad thing.”

“It’s irrelevant,” Harlan said, and put his cigar back in his mouth.

“And what do we do, in the meantime?”

“We press on.”



The next day, Captain Baxter strolled purposefully down the walkway leading toward Rura Penthe’s, a squirming bundle stuffed in his uniform tunic.

“Captain,” Janice Browning said, picking up step next to him. “What in the world are you planning?”

Baxter winced as he felt claws dig into his chest. “A subversive maneuver, Doctor.”

“In English?”

“I’m throwing my cat into the restaurant.”

“Fritz?”

“He caused enough trouble on this ship. It’s about time he got us out of some trouble.”

“Isn’t that a bit…extreme?”

Baxter shrugged.

“I’m not sure Kelly would approve of using one of her pets this way…”

“Fritz will be fine. He’s more durable than you or I, and you know it.”

“Is there any way I can talk you out of this?”

Baxter shook his head.”

“Then I’d better have Sickbay standing by,” Browning sighed, and turned, heading back in the opposite direction.

Baxter walked up to the entrance to Rura Penthe’s. He calmly stepped through the door, unzipped his tunic, and set Fritz on the floor. “Go get ’em, boy!”

The cat tore off into the crowded restaurant.

Moments later, meows and screams filled the air.

“My god! Is this cherry flavoring, or is it blood?!” one panicked patron asked.

Baxter had to step aside to avoid the rush as scratched-up yogurt patrons dashed out of the restaurant.

Several minutes later, after more hissing and screaming, Dan emerged, scratched and bleeding, holding Fritz by his tail.

“Is this yours, Captain?”

Baxter put a hand to his mouth. “My goodness. I was taking him for a walk and…well I guess he got away.”

“The damage is extensive,” Dan said, as Baxter grabbed Fritz and held him protectively. “We’ll need to close for at least the next few days.”

“Is that right?”

“Don’t play dumb with me,” Dan said, stepping toe to toe with Baxter. He ducked back as Fritz slashed at him, grabbing him by the chest and holding on with his claws. “I know you planned this. Guinan will be informed. And you have no idea the kind of hurt you’re in for.”

“Bring it on, buddy boy!” Baxter said, and walked off, even as Fritz dug his claws into his chest. Truth told, he barely felt it.



“Not quite like our mall, is it?” Mirk asked, as he and Hartley sat in the Food Court at Starfleet Square mall, on Waystation.

“Bigger,” Hartley said through a mouthful of “what” from “Sandwich or What?”

“Not as homey,” Mirk said. “I kind of prefer our mall.”

“Well, it is on the Explorer,” Hartley said as she ate. “Which is home.”

“Yeah,” Mirk said. “Home.” He studied his…whatever it was…on a stick. “You haven’t asked yet. About my powers.”

Hartley shrugged. “I figured you’d tell me sooner or later.”

Mirk sighed. “It’s not an interesting story. They’ve just…faded recently.”

“Any cause you can think of?”

Our marriage, Mirk thought silently. “Nope,” he said.

“Weird,” Hartley said. “Have you had Tilleran check you out?”

“There’s nothing she can do. These powers…they’re not something you can just study in a lab and recreate. They come from…” He glanced over his shoulder, in the direction, he guessed, of the Bermuda Expanse. “Somewhere else.”

“Still, I think she should look at you when we get back to the ship.”

“Which should be sooner, rather than later,” Mirk said, glancing around nervously. “I mean, after all, we’re less than a parsec away from that Section 31 ship that abducted us in the Bermuda Expanse.”

“Relax, Mirk,” Hartley said. “This is a crowded station. Safety in numbers. They can’t very well nab us in the middle of a mall. Besides, I’m sure all those people have long since gone.”

Just then, out of the corner of her eye, she spotted a tall, grey, scaly-looking individual standing at the to-go counter at Long John Archer’s.

“Sh**,” she said, ducking. “That’s the fish guy! He’s here!”

Mirk glanced over Hartley’s shoulder at the large piscean. “I see him. But what about his partner? She doesn’t seem to be…”

“You!” a voice shouted from behind, and Mirk desperately didn’t want to turn around.

“It’s Dallas! Scatter!” Hartley cried, grabbing Mirk’s wrist and dragging him out of his seat and into the Starfleet Square crowd.

“Batyn!” Dallas called out.

“What? I haven’t gotten my hush puppies yet!”

“Forget the hush puppies! Our quarry is here! In the food court! C’mon, follow me!”

“We have quarry?”

“Come on! They’re getting away!”



“You wanted to see me?” Baxter stood in the doorway to the readyroom.

Vansen gestured Baxter in. To his amazement, she was laughing. Looked like she was talking to someone on her desktop viewer.

“Yes, I agree. Sometimes club soda won’t get a stain out,” Vansen said, wiping a tear of laughter from her eye. Her expression grew rigid as she looked to Baxter, who’d sat down opposite her. “Well, I’m sorry to cut this short, but I have a…person…in my office. I need to go. We’ll have to have lunch next time I’m in your sector! Bye now!”

Baxter sunk in his chair. “Guinan.”

“Yes,” Vansen said flatly. “You may not realize this, but Guinan and I grew rather close during my brief stint as an Ensign aboard the Enterprise.”

“Hmm. I don’t think I care.”

“Do you know why she called?”

“I can’t guess.”

“You don’t have to guess, because you know.”

“She wants to discuss a Flavor of the Month promotion?”

“You unleashed your evil, fleabitten cat in her restaurant!”

“Correction,” Baxter said sternly. “I released that cat in Janice’s restaurant! And Fritz doesn’t have fleas!”

“Whatever the case, I was able to talk Guinan out of filing a complaint with Starfleet. She did tell me she didn’t plan on being as lenient the next time a…transgression…of this sort happens.”

Baxter nodded. “So does Janice get her restaurant back?”

Vansen sighed. “Against my better judgment, yes. Apparently, Guinan was content to move her operation into the smaller space on level one. Of course, her marketing department is hard at work figuring out a way to reassure their customers that cats won’t come flying into the restaurant attacking them anytime soon.”

“On this ship, you never know.”

“Oh, I know,” Vansen said. “I know that whenever you’re involved in something, it blows up in my face. I don’t appreciate it.”

“I didn’t realize I’d inconvenienced you,” Baxter said. “I didn’t intend to. It’s purely a bonus.”

“You’re a laugh riot, Baxter,” Vansen said, steepling her fingers. “Be glad that this particular problem sorted itself out. Next time I doubt you’ll be so lucky.”

“Do me a favor,” Baxter said, standing up. “The next time you threaten me, try to put some feeling into it. Posturing really isn’t your style.”

“Isn’t my…” Vansen trailed off.

“Later, Vansen,” Baxter said, and walked out of the readyroom.

“Since when did you get a spine?” Vansen called after him.



Mirk and Hartley ran, breathless, down the corridor, and stopped, once they’d felt sure they’d given Dallas and Batyn the slip.

“That was close,” Mirk said, gasping.

“Yes. I think it’s time for a strategic retreat,” Hartley said. “Before anybody else spots us.”

“Mirk? Hartley?”

They looked up.

“Counselor Peterman!” Hartley exclaimed, as Peterman stepped out of what looked to be an office. They must have run to the “office park,” section of the station.

“Set up a private practice?” Mirk asked, glancing into the office.

“Something like that,” Peterman said. “How’s the ship?”

“She’s fine,” Hartley said. “She…uh…misses you, though.”

Peterman folded her arms. “Does she now?”

“Yeah,” Hartley said, glancing worriedly down the corridor. “We’d stay longer, but we’re being chased by Section 31.”

Peterman cocked her head. “Section…do I even want to know?”

“The less you know the better.”

“Should I contact Captain Beck?”

Hartley shook her head. “No. At this point, the fewer people who know we’re here, the better.”

“If you say so.”

“Do you plan on coming back anytime soon?” Mirk blurted, as Hartley dragged him back down the corridor.

“I don’t know,” Peterman said. “Tell him…tell him I just don’t know.”



The next morning, Baxter poked his head into the storefront that was once Rura Penthe’s, which was once Space Tastes, which would soon again be Space Tastes.

“Janice?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said, walking out from the back room, a paint covered smock draped around her. “Sorry about the mess. I’m redecorating.”

“Obviously.” Baxter looked around. The walls were bare, paint stripped in some places, repainted in others. The floor was being pulled up by members of the engineering and maintenance crews. Others were moving Guinanco materiel out of the storefront. The Space Tastes furniture and decorations were in storage, and were being carted out of a cargo bay at that very moment. “Say,” he said. “Why don’t you get Yeoman Briggs to help you?”

“He’s not speaking to me.” Browning sighed. “He’s not speaking to you either.”

“Why? What did I ever do…oh.” He nodded. “Kelly.”

“They were very close.”

“Well,” Baxter said, with a broadening smile. “You can reassure Mister Briggs that Kelly will be coming back soon, and that things will start returning to normal around here.”

Browning stepped toward Baxter, dusting off her smock. “Not to burst your bubble, Andy, but what makes you say that?”

“Let’s just say I’m taking action.”



“Absolutely not,” Federation President Bradley Dillon said over the viewer. Baxter was pleased. At least he got through to the man. “It’s a ridiculous misuse of resources.”

“Don’t think it was easy for me to call you,” Baxter said, leaning back in his desk chair. “You know you’re not my favorite person.”

“And yet still, somehow I sleep at night,” Bradley said icily.

“After all you put us through, you can at least do this for me.”

“I believe you said you were willing to settle, last we talked,” Bradley said, rubbing his chin. “Right after you punched me in the jaw.”

“Well, this is the settlement.”

“You don’t have much leverage,” Bradley said. “What’s in this for me?”

“The fact that, if this works, Counselor Peterman will very shortly be leaving Waystation.”

Bradley’s expression brightened. “Why didn’t you just say so? I’ll make the arrangements immediately. Dillon out.”



Mirk and Hartley lay awake aboard the runabout Passaic, next to each other on the aft bunk, as it zipped toward its rendez-vous with the Explorer.

“Do you think…” Hartley said, breaking the silence. “Do you think maybe you fulfilled your obligations to the Directors, and that they’re keeping you out of this on purpose? As a thank-you?”

“That’s not how they work, Megan, and you know it,” Mirk said. “Besides, the last thing I would want is to be left out of this. If the Directors are in trouble, I want to help them.”

“Then why in the world would they want to strip you of your powers?”

“Maybe they didn’t.”

“The Critics, then? I’d think if they were capable of doing something like that, they’d have done it before now.”

“It’s not the Critics’ fault,” Mirk said. “It’s my own fault.”

“What does that mean?”

“Nothing.”

Hartley pulled Mirk closer, and closed her eyes. “Well, whatever happens, we’ll face it together. You know that, Mirk, don’t you?”

“Always and forever,” Mirk said with a smile, kissing Hartley’s forehead. “Yes, I know.”

“Just like it should be,” Hartley said softly, drifting off to sleep.

“Yes. Just like it should be,” Mirk said distantly. He didn’t fall asleep.



Counselor Peterman yawned as she leaned back in bed, after another unsatisfying day working as a counselor on Waystation.

It wasn’t bad enough they already had a private contract counseling center on board. The sad truth was, nobody on the station seemed that mentally ill. At least, not compared to the Explorer.

Peterman sighed, punching a control, activating the large viewscreen opposite her bed. It was always easier to fall asleep listening to the holovision. That was the only way she managed to fall asleep, most nights.

The viewer lit up her darkened bedroom with that night’s offering…an episode of Sex on the Starship. The diaries of Ensign Cammy Brisbane aboard the U.S.S. Intrepid. Peterman loved the show, but it was the episode where Cammy nearly causes a warp core breach because she broke up with her boyfriend, and she’d already seen that one.

Not to mention the subject matter wasn’t particularly enjoyable to Peterman.

She leaned back in bed, pulling the covers up and rolling over. “Computer, deactivate…”

Then a voice interrupted her, as the screen changed colors, flashing the Associated Worlds Network logo.

“This is the Associated Worlds Network news room, with an all points update,” Joan Redding said, seated confidently at the news desk on the AWN set. Peterman grimaced. The woman was a classic Type-A personality. Peterman tried to tell her so once, but was rebuffed with extreme prejudice.

Still, she wondered what was important enough to break into regularly scheduled program.

Redding seemed to be taking cues from someone off-set. She nodded, probably receiving information from her auditory implant.

“Yes, we’re getting the new feed now.” Her brow furrowed. “What? But we can’t show that. We’ll lose all credibility.” She sat there a moment longer, nodding. “Fine, well. Fine. If the President wants it, I guess he gets it.” She turned back to face the viewing audience. “Live from the Starship Explorer, we have a message from Captain Andrew Baxter.”

Peterman gasped as Baxter appeared on a split screen with Joan Redding. He looked disheveled, excited, his hair out of whack. “Am I on?”

“Yes, Captain,” Redding said. “Just as a reminder, this broadcast is being sent broad-band, to every world in the Federation, and beyond. Trillions of beings are receiving this signal. Now I understand you have a message for your wife?”

“That’s right, Jean.”

“Joan.”

“Whatever.” Baxter looked out of the screen, seemingly locking eyes with Peterman. She scooted near the edge of her bed. “Look…this is for Kelly. She’s my wife. Kelly, I hope you’re watching this. Like I said, she’s my wife, and I love her. I love her more than I ever thought possible.” He smiled broad. “But you already knew all that, didn’t you, Kelly?

“But, you know what? I figured there might be some people out there in the galaxy who didn’t know it. And I wanted all of them to know. I love Kelly Lynne Peterman with all my heart. In all my life, I’ve never loved anyone more. Anyone.”

Peterman felt the tears come, and saw Baxter’s eyes were filling, too.

“She’s my wife,” he said, his voice cracking. “She’s my wife, and I want her to come home.”

In fifteen minutes, Peterman was packed, and on the next transport off Waystation.



THE END.



NEXT:



Counselor Peterman is finally returning to the Explorer. All she has to do is get there. That may be easier said than done, though, with Predator-in-Cheif Harth waiting in the wings. Can Captain Baxter rescue Peterman from Harth’s clutches, and will he have to defy Vansen and the crew of the Explorer to do so?




More Today than Yesterday



For someone far and away. . .



“…This is for Kelly. She’s my wife. Kelly, I hope you’re watching this. Like I said, she’s my wife, and I love her. I love her more than I ever thought possible. But you already knew all that, didn’t you, Kelly?

“But, you know what? I figured there might be some people out there in the galaxy who didn’t know it. And I wanted all of them to know. I love Katherine Marie Peterman with all my heart. In all my life, I’ve never loved anyone more. Anyone.

“She’s my wife. She’s my wife, and I want her to come home.”



“Computer, freeze image,” Predator-in-Chief Harth of the Gorn Confederacy hissed. “You poor man. Your wife has left you, and you’re begging her to come back home. So sad.” He shifted in his chair. “Sad. Like having your ship and crew captured, collected, and imprisoned by the Federation like some Aldebran petting zoo exhibit!”

Aboard the Gorn Predator ship Minkta, Harth watched his viewscreen with intense interest. His golfball-like eyes bulged as he stared at the frozen image of Captain Andy Baxter, all weepy-eyed about his lost wife. Harth had followed the exploits of the Explorer since his imprisonment at a Federation penal colony and subsequent release. During that damnable existence, which bore only one achievement–his award winning forsythias–Harth focused on only one pure, overarching goal: Destroy Captain Andy Baxter.

He growled at the frozen image on his screen. Baxter, eyes welling with tears, begging ihs wife to come back.

Assitant Predator Garong stood beside Harth, his clawed hands draped behind his back. “Predator?”

Harth twisted around to look at Garong. “Well, don’t just sit there. Make course for the Waystation. Locate her transport, and follow it. But keep your distance. I don’t want them knowing we’re out there until it’s time.”

Garong nodded. “Time for what, sir?””

Harth clenched his fist into a tight ball. “To strike a blow for love, of course.”



“Nothing can possibly bring me down today,” Captain Baxter announced, stepping out onto the bridge of the Explorer.

“Can I at least try?” Captain Nell Vansen asked, looking up from the command chair as Baxter circled around and sat down beside her.

“Do your worst, Vansen,” Baxter said. “I’ve just found out the most terrific news, and I can’t imagine anything that would dampen my spirit.”

“Let me guess,” Vansen said, rubbing her chin thoughtfully. “You found a way to sleep with your eyes open, so you can work the night shift and still get a full night’s sleep.”

“Shows what you know,” Baxter said mockingly. “I’ve already figured out how to do that.”

“Then pray tell,” Vansen said, hugging the padd she was working on to her chest. “What could possibly have put you in such a good mood.”

“Kelly’s coming back.”

Vansen narrowed her eyes. “Well, how nice for you.”

“Don’t strain yourself pretending to be happy for me. I know it’s not your style.”

“Glad we’re on the same page,” Vansen said, and returned to her padd.

“Kelly will be wanting her post as Ship’s Counselor back, of course.”

“Mmhmmm. We’ll see about that. Ryn’s doing a wonderful job.”

“Yes. She’s doing Kelly’s wonderful job,” Baxter said. “And when Kelly comes back, she can do someone else’s job wonderfully.”

“Perhaps,” Vansen said.

“You can’t ruin this for me, Vansen. Little by little, I’m putting things back the way they should be.”

“Oh,” Vansen said. “And I suppose your crowning achievement will be getting command of this ship back.”

“It’s a distinct possibility.”

Vansen chuckled. “No, it’s not.”

“We’ll see about that,” Baxter said, echoing Vansen’s earlier words. He turned to the console beside his chair. “So, what’s going on around here?”

“Besides our mission to Tarlan Four?”

“Um…I was of course referring to the mission to Tarlan Four.”

“It’s going fine,” Vansen said. “I think we’ve managed to coerce the Tarlans into joining the Federation.”

“They needed coercion?” Baxter asked.

“They’re very xenophobic,” Vansen said, and sighed. “This was all in the briefing, of course.”

“Refresh my memory,” Baxter said flatly.

“Fine. They’re xenophobic. We have to be very careful about making any sudden movements here. The negotiations are tricky. One wrong move and they’re going to turn us away, and Starfleet won’t be happy if that happens.”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “Let me guess. Dilithium deposits.”

“No,” Vansen said defensively. “Not at all.” She looked away. “Deuterium.”

“Same thing.”

“Whatever the case, Starfleet is vested in making this arrangement work. After the fallout with the Dominion, the Borg, and the Breen, and the rising hostilities with the Gorn, we need all the allies and resources we can get.”

“So it’s time to pillage neighboring worlds, is that it?”

“Where were you when we were actually briefing on this mission?”

“I’m sure I had something very pressing.”

“Why do I even bother talking to you?” Vansen grumbled, then returned to her padd.

“Beats me,” Baxter said, and hopped out of his chair. “I’m going to go down to the mall to find lots and lots of flowers to put in our quarters. You know, something understated but elegant.”

“Sure,” Vansen said. “Five minutes of duty on the bridge is a lot for one day.”

“Right back at ya,” Baxter said, flashing “thumbs-up” at Vansen as the turbolift doors closed in front of him. Man he felt good.



Peterman felt a lot as she sat on the Dillon Enterprises Transport Vessel Verdi Three, but she couldn’t quite figure out what all those feelings were yet.

The last place she really wanted to be was a Dillon-owned vessel, but she couldn’t be picky about how she got back to the Explorer. When she got back, she’d have to ask Baxter how he managed to convince Bradley Dillon to arrange for the airtime on the Associated Worlds Network. Bradley Dillon had to be responsible for that, since the delivery of the first class ticket on his travelliner arrived at the exact moment Baxter’s transmission ended.

Peterman didn’t waste any time getting off Waystation. She knew she had to go back to Andy, and soon. All was not settled between them, but she knew she could no longer avoid their problems. She also knew, whatever else happened, that she loved him. Hard as it was to face what had happened between them, she knew she had to. The alternative was just too frightening to contemplate.

“First time at maximum warp, sweetie?” an elderly woman seated beside her in one of the other wide First Class “command chairs,” said, stirring her from her thoughts. The First Class section of the ship was quiet, subdued, and dimly lit. This was, after all, considered a “red eye” flight.

“Hardly,” Peterman said. “I’m a Starfleet officer. I’ve been to all corners of the galaxy. Back in time, alternate universes, spatial anomalies. You name it.”

“And yet you’re such a young, pretty girl.”

“Well, thank you,” Peterman blushed as the graying, paunchy woman rubbed her cheek, a little disturbingly. “I think I do okay for a woman in her…mid…twenties.”

“I’m sure you do,” the old woman said. “So…where is it you’re going?”

“Back to my ship. The Explorer. Have you heard of her?”

The woman shrugged. “Can’t say that I have.”

“It’s a good ship. The crew’s a bit misdirected. A little neurotic. But they’re good people.”

“I’m sure they are.”

“What about you….I didn’t catch your name.”

“Elsie. Elsie Greenwood,” the woman said, shaking Peterman’s hand.

“What brings you on this trip?”

“Oh,” Elsie said, her creased, rosy cheeks glowing as she smiled. “I’m going to visit my son on Calder Two.”

“That sounds like fun.”

“Oh yes. He’s a colonial administrator. Very important boy, my son.”

“It’s important to love what you do.”

Elsie nodded. “And what is it you do, young lady?”

“I’m a Ship’s Counselor,” Peterman said proudly.

“Figures,” the woman said with a chuckle. “You probably have me all figured out already.”

“Hardly,” Peterman said. “I just met you.”

“That so?”

“Well,” Peterman admitted, glancing at the woman. “I suppose I can tell a few things about you.”

“Tell me,” the woman said, and leaned forward.

“Well, you’re an older lady. It stands to reason you’re somewhat set in your ways.”

“Mm-hmm. If you only new the half of it!”

“And I saw the padd you were reading. Moon-jumping enthusiasts monthly. Being that you’re of advanced years, I take it you’re probably not planning on doing a moon jump yourself, but you’re probably reading the article to reminisce about something that happened in your youth. Which suggests to me you were probably very active back then. A bit of a daredevil, a risk-taker.”

Elsie smiled warmly. “How well you know me.”

Peterman shrugged. “It’s my job. I’ve got to be intuitive.” She leaned back in her plush leather seat and closed her eyes. “Not much surprises me these days.”

That’s when the first blast rocked the Verdi Three.

Alert klaxons wailed. The sleeping passengers roused, and shouts echoed up and down the aisles, on all twelve decks of the transport vessel.

“All hands, this is the Captain. We’re under attack. Please assume emergency positions and stand by….zzzzzt….”

Peterman stared at the ceiling. “Communications are being jammed.”

Elsie looked around fearfully. “I don’t like this…”

“No reason you should,” Peterman said, gripping the arms of her chair. She decided something had to be done. “I’m going up to the cockpit. Maybe I can help negotiate with whoever’s attacking us. I am a Starfleet officer after all.”

“Maybe you should just stay here,” Elsie suggested.

“I’ll be fine,” Peterman said, stumbling as another blast rocked the Verdi Three. Flight attendants flitted from aisle to aisle, calming the passengers and telling them to remain in their seats.

“Ma’am,” one of the flight attendants, a very prissy man named “Mitch,” said, holding up a hand to stop Peterman as she approached the doorway to the forward compartment. “You need to get back to your seat.”

“I’m a Starfleet officer, Mitch. I’m here to help.”

“I’m sure the captain and his crew have everything in hand,” Mitch said. “You need to go back to your seat.”

Peterman pushed Mitch aside, glancing down at his nametag. “Listen, ‘Mitch.’ Trust me on this one, I know exactly what I’m doing.”

Mitch reached out to grab Peterman by the shoulder. “Listen, missy, you’re not going anywh–”

But before he could grab her, a green field coalesced around her, and she disappeared in a whirl of verdant particles.

“I stand corrected,” Mitch gasped.

More blasts rocked the Verdi Three, and then all was quiet.

“All hands, this is the Captain again,” the comm system trilled. “Our attackers have moved off, but we won’t be going anywhere anytime soon. They destroyed our engines, and several other vital systems. Not to worry. A rescue ship has already been dispatched from Waystation. Sit tight.

“Oh, and good news! Dillon Enterprises has announced that, due to the inconvenience of this attack, ten percent of your ticket price will be refunded to you. Have a nice day!”

Elsie’s brow creased in consternation. She’d watched Peterman get beamed away. She looked down at her padd and started tapping information into it. Someone got to her target before she could, and she’d damn sure find out why.

The people who paid her to find and capture Peterman wouldn’t be happy to find out someone else got to her first. “Elsie” was many things, but a fool she was not. She knew one should never, ever cross the Orion Syndicate.

She’d better come up with an explanation fast.

One thing was for certain, Kelly Peterman was very important to more than one person.



“Flowers…everywhere?” Dr. Janice Browning asked, leaning forward as Baxter ate his triple-decker club sandwich at the makeshift table in Space Tastes. The kitchen was back up and running, and much of the furniture had been moved in, but some parts of the wall were still an annoying Guinanco pastel. It would take over a week to get all of the Guinanco influence cleansed out of the former Space Tastes, and to have Janice’s restaurant returned to normal.

But that was certainly a task worth doing.

“Yeah,” Baxter said, chewing and swallowing. “I had Briggs put together a tasteful display.”

“Oh, Andy. You knew he’d go overboard. He’s so…flamboyant.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I don’t know.” Browning sighed. “Anyway, I’m glad Kelly’s coming back. I know you’ve missed her terribly over these last few weeks.”

“It’s been awful,” Baxter said between bites.

“Yeah,” Browning said, staring down at the table.

“Oh,” Baxter said. “What about Chris? Have you heard anything from him?”

Browning shook her head. “Not a peep. I guess he’s having fun with the Breen Circus.”

“What is a Breen Circus anyway? Is it any different than a regular circus?”

“You got me,” Browning said with a shrug. “You know as much as I know.”

“Well, I know Chris will eventually come back. This is his home, just like it’s our home. He may be taking time to reconnoiter, but that doesn’t mean he’s gone for good.”

“That’s easy for you to say. You’re getting the person you love back.”

“Janice…are you saying you love Chris?”

“Haven’t I always,” Browning said softly. “I mean, hasn’t it always been that way?”

“Do you really want to go down that road with him again?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know what I want,” Browning said. “Luckily, it’s not something I have to think about, since he’s not here.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “I’ll have to try and contact him this afternoon. Maybe the news that Kelly’s coming back will encourage him to come back into the fold too.”

“Maybe.” Browning took a deep breath. “So, when’s Kelly getting here?”

“Late tonight. I’m fixing a late dinner, since she probably won’t eat on the transport. She hates transport food.”

“Who doesn’t,” Browning said. She licked her lips. “What are you making?”

“Kelly’s favorite. Vegetarian lasagna and creamed spinach.”

Browning crinkled her nose. “THAT’S Kelly’s favorite dish? I never realized…”

“She’s kind of a closet vegetarian. You know, that whole thing about eating something that has a face.”

“Even if the meat comes from a replicator?”

“She doesn’t see the distinction. Says it’s the thought that counts.”

“Hmm. I’ll have to remember that next time she comes into the restaurant.”

Baxter smiled broadly. “Which will be in the very near future.”

Browning put a hand on Baxter’s. “I’m glad for you, Andy. I really am.”

“Thanks, Janice.” Baxter put his other hand on top of Browning’s and squeezed. “I couldn’t have gotten through this without you.”

“Any time,” Browning said softly.

The two sat there in silence for a few moments.

“J’hana to Baxter.”

“Go ahead,” Baxter said, blinking, and pulling his hands away.

“Report to the bridge immediately. There has been a…development.”

“Tell Vansen I could give a crap about her mission.”

“This doesn’t concern the mission,” J’hana said. “It’s about your wife.”

Baxter never felt his feet hit the floor.



He burst out of the turbolift, heading directly for tactical.

“Give it to me, J’hana.”

“Details still coming through now. There’s a lot of confusion over there, sir.”

“Over where?” Baxter demanded, looking over J’hana’s shoulder at the readouts. J’hana looked over at Tilleran, who was poring over information that ran across the science console.

“One of you tell me something NOW,” Baxter ordered, his voice shaking.

“The transport craft Verdi Three,” Tilleran said. “The ship that Counselor Peterman boarded at Waystation. They were supposed to rendez-vous with us tomorrow on their way out to the Denab system.”

“I know all that,” Baxter said, turning back to J’hana expectantly. “WHAT HAPPENED?”

“It appears a Gorn attack crippled the Verdi,” J’hana said. “There were a few minor injuries…”

Baxter gripped tactical. “And…?”

“And they took Counselor Peterman. The Verdi is adrift in space. Waystation has dispatched a rescue ship.”

Baxter crossed the bridge down to helm, resting a hand on Lt. Madera’s shoulder. “Melissa. Set a course for the coordinates of the Verdi and engage at maximum warp. Now.”

Madera looked meekly up at Baxter. “I’m sorry, Captain, I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Captain Vansen left explicit orders,” a voice said from behind Baxter. Lt. Jeremy Gage must have just stepped out of the readyroom. “We aren’t to break orbit for any reason until the negotiations with the Tarlans have been completed.”

“This is different,” Baxter said. “This is my wife.”

“The authorities have been notified,” Gage said. “Waystation’s people are investigating the attack.”

“And you think that’s enough?” Baxter demanded.

“It will have to be,” Gage said, putting a calming hand on Baxter’s shoulder. “We understand this is a difficult position we’re in, but our orders from Starfleet are very clear. The mission with the Tarlans is top priority.”

“It’s not my priority,” Baxter said. “J’hana, Tilleran. You’re with me. Meet me on the Escort in ten minutes.”

Gage’s comforting hand came down on Baxter’s shoulder again. “I’m afraid you can’t do that, sir.”

Baxter shoved Gage’s hand off his shoulder. “Don’t tell me what I can or can’t do. I’m leaving.”

“No, sir. The Captain has ordered no support craft may leave the Explorer until the mission is over. Even a runabout leaving the ship may be enough to collapse the negotiations with the Tarlans.”

“Where’s Vansen?” Baxter growled, marching back up to the aft turbolift.

“She’s down on the planet, in negotiations. She’s not to be disturbed.”

“Mister,” Baxter said, narrowing his eyes at Gage. “You’ve got a lot to learn about following orders. There are times when Starfleet orders take a back seat to doing what’s right.”

“The authorities are taking the appropriate measures, sir,” Gage said, as Baxter punched the call button at the lift. “I suggest you go back to your quarters and monitor subspace channels. I’m sure they’ll have news about your wife soon. Then, when this mission is over, we can join the search.”

“It may be too late by then,” Baxter said, and ducked into the turbolift.

“Don’t make me stop you, Captain,” Gage said.

“Do your worst,” Baxter said as the doors closed.

Gage looked to J’hana. “Lieutenant, I think you know what to do.”

J’hana looked at Tilleran. “Yes, I believe I do.”



“May I ask what this is about, Captain?” Chaka’kan asked over the comm channel as Baxter rode the turbolift down to the bottom of the saucer section.

“No, you may not,” Baxter said.

“May I ask when you’ll return?”

“As soon as I can.”

“I will, of course, babysit your daughter. To do otherwise would be contrary to my mission. Babysitting is life.”

“Bless you, Chaka. Baxter out.”

Baxter yanked his combadge off and tossed it to the floor as he left the turbolift.

He punched his code into the access panel, groaning when the panel flashed “invalid code,” in cruel red text.

“Damn it,” he said, leaning his head on the airlock door. “Why is it that everybody on this ship is capable of stealing the Escort when they need to, except for me?”

“Mister Gage was quite adept at locking out your access codes,” Lt. J’hana said, walking down the corridor toward Baxter, phaser drawn. Tilleran was behind her.

“J’hana….” Baxter said, looking from the Andorian to the airlock. “I need your code.”

“I can’t give that to you, Captain,” J’hana said, training the phaser on Baxter.

“J’hana…”

“Sir, this will go easier if you do as I say.”

Baxter set his jaw, clenching his fists and steeling himself as J’hana approached him. “J’hana, don’t make me hurt you.”

The Andorian threw back her head and laughed. “This is no time for jokes, Captain.”

“Do what she says,” Tilleran said.

“Step aside,” J’hana said, then pushed Baxter away from the airlock as if he weighed nothing. Baxter slammed back against the bulkhead.

“Don’t do this…” Baxter said leaning up.

“Don’t do what?” J’hana asked, and aimed her phaser at the access panel to the Escort airlock. She blasted it, causing sparks to shoot out.

The door wheezed open with a puff of air.

“Come on, Captain,” Tilleran said, taking Baxter by the arm. “We’re losing precious time.”

“Gage could regain consciousness at any moment,” J’hana said.

“I love you two,” Baxter said with a smile. “I could kiss you both.”

“Please don’t,” Tilleran said, and jogged down the airlock to the Escort’s access hatch, quickly tapping in a series of codes, overriding the security lockouts.

J’hana waited beside Tilleran, tapping her foot. “Hurry, Betazoid. Time is of the essence.”

“Don’t rush me,” Tilleran said.

“You guys…didn’t have to do this,” Baxter said.

“Are you kidding?” J’hana asked. “Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve rained down mass destruction?”

“Got it!” Tilleran announced, and the hatch to the Escort slid open.

Revealing Lt. Commander Megan Hartley.

“Damn it,” Baxter said.

“Going somewhere?” she asked, flipping a coil spanner in her hand..

Baxter stepped slightly behind his Andorian security chief. “Beat her up, J’hana!”

“No need,” J’hana said. “She is on our side.”

“How’d you get in?” Tilleran asked, stupefied, as the group filed in and allowed the hatch to close behind them.

“Transporter,” Hartley said. “I used to be a transporter chief, you know.”

“Obviously, we forgot,” J’hana said, and the group set off down the corridor toward the bridge.



“I want you all to go back to the ship,” Baxter said, as everyone filed onto the Escort’s bridge. “I’m sure Vansen will go easy on you if you beam back right now.”

“Need I remind you that it was you and Counselor Peterman who disobeyed orders and came to my rescue when I was trying to save Dwanok?” J’hana asked.

“And you risked the ship to try to get Mirk off that Goddess’ ship,” Hartley said. “Twice.”

“We’re a family, Captain,” Tilleran said. “A dysfunctional family that doesn’t always get along, but a family nonetheless.”

Baxter took a breath. “Guys…”

“Captain,” Hartley said, sliding in behind the helm console. “I need coordinates.”

Baxter nodded at J’hana, a smile spreading across his face. “You’ve got them, J’hana.”

J’hana sat down behind the tactical station. “Routing coordinates to the helm.”

“Raise the sensor-reflective shields. Hopefully, the Tarlans will be none the wiser about our departure,” Baxter said, settling into the command chair.

Tilleran looked over the science console opposite J’hana. “The airlock’s opening up. About fifteen security officers are heading in.”

“Our airlock is sealed,” Hartley said. “It’ll take them at least a few minutes to get in.”

“Gage regained consciousness quickly,” J’hana observed.

“Rev up the engines,” Baxter ordered, gripping the command chair. “Detach when ready!”

“I’m going to need you to override the magna-locks, Tilleran,” Hartley said, tapping at the helm console.

“On it,” Tilleran said. “In five, four…”

Suddenly the comm system trilled to life. “BAXTER! This is Vansen. I know what you’re doing. Leave the ship, and I promise you won’t have a ship to come back to!”

Baxter nodded at Tilleran. “Go!”

The Escort shook as it dropped loose from the saucer of the Explorer.

He clenched his fist. “Engage!”

Hartley tapped a control and the Escort shot into warp. “So much for our careers,” she sighed.

“Eh, what were we holding onto?” J’hana asked aloud, to nobody in particular.



When Counselor Peterman opened her eyes, the first thing she realized was that she wasn’t on the Verdi anymore.

She looked up, felt a bright light shining in her eyes, and squinted.

“Welcome to the Minkta, Counselor,” a throaty voice said, from somewhere in the dark beyond. “I’m Captain Harth. Although I’m sure you’d figured that out by now.”

Honestly, she hadn’t. Harth…Minkta…why did those names sound so familiar? Peterman could feel her wrists bound behind her back, behind the metal chair she was seated in. She squirmed.

“I’m not going to tell you anything about the Federation,” Peterman said. “So if you’re planning on torturing me, you can forget about it.” She figured that was the thing most people would say in a hostage situation. She should know, she’d been in enough of them.

“I don’t want your stupid Federation secrets,” the voice hissed, and she began to make out a face in the darkness.

A big, toothy, bug-eyed Gorn face.

“I want your husband,” he said. “Preferably, impaled on something sharp.”

“Who, that imbecile?” Peterman replied, throwing her head back with a laugh. “I guess you’re not up on current events. Andy and I split up, weeks ago.”

The Gorn stepped forward. “My information is better than you think. I know you split up. And I know you were on your way back to him for a glorious reunion. Can I help it if I’m a little sentimental, and that I want to witness such an event?”

“Just what do you expect to get out of this?”

“Two dead people,” the Gorn said flatly. “You?”



Captain Vansen leaned over the conference table, facing the two people on the opposite side. “I want you both to tell me everything.”

Dr. Browning and Mr. Mirk looked at each other.

“Well…” Mirk said, taking a deep breath. “Tonight’s special is grilled seabass.”

“With lemon compote and glazed truffles,” Browning said.

“She’s serving dinner at my place until her restaurant reopens,” Mirk said. “I think it’s a great example of cross-marketing.”

Vansen pounded the table. “I don’t want to have to ask again, you two. Where’s Captain Baxter?”

Browning shrugged. “Isn’t it obvious?”

“It’s pretty much all over the ship,” Mirk said. “He went to go save his wife.”

Vansen glanced over her shoulder at Gage. “Find the Escort, Lieutenant. I don’t care how many favors you have to call in, I want you to find that ship.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Gage turned on a heel and headed out the door.

“What are you going to do, Captain?” Browning asked. “Stop him from rescuing Kelly? Help the Gorn?”

“There’s a certain way we go about doing things around here, Doctor. And although you’re wildly incompetent, I’d think you’d at least realize that.”

“I realize you’re a heartless bitch,” Browning said.

Mirk put a hand on her shoulder. “I think you’ve helped enough, Janice.”

Vansen stared at Browning. “Get them out of here,” she barked at Ensign Keefler, and turned around, heading out toward the bridge.

“He’s really done it this time,” Browning murmured, as Keefler led them out the other door.

“Yeah,” Mirk said. “They all have.”



Baxter paced the cramped Escort bridge. “Anything on sensors, Tilleran?”

“We’re just getting into sensor range of the Verdi now,” she said. “There’s another ship there.”

Baxter looked at J’hana. “Maintain sensor-reflective shields. Standby phasers.”

Tilleran looked up. “It’s the Wayward.”

“Waystation’s scout ship,” Baxter said. “Hail them.”

J’hana tapped her panel. “We’re getting a response.”

“On screen,” Baxter said, folding his arms.

Commander Walter Morales appeared on the viewscreen, behind the helm controls of the Wayward.

“Captain Baxter,” he said with a nod.

“What have you found out, Morales?” Baxter asked.

Morales seemed distracted. He looked from his screens, back to Baxter. “Not a whole lot. There’s a lot of latent radiation in the area from the Gorn weapons. It’s inhibiting a complete investigation.”

“I’m sure you have your best people on it.” He looked at Tilleran. “Get me an ion trail. Now.”

Tilleran’s hands scrambled over the controls. “It’s faint, sir. I’m not getting a clear reading.”

“I’ll try to boost sensor gain,” Hartley said.

Baxter looked back at Morales. “Have you been in regular contact with Waystation?”

Morales nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“I take it Captain Beck is not happy with me.”

“Is she ever?” He gave a nervous smile. “Captain, there’s been some developments. The Federation Council has engaged in very delicate talks with the Gorn. We think the Gorn will agree to send their own forces after Captain Harth. We’re not to interfere until this thing gets sorted out.”

“Or until he hurts my wife,” Baxter said grimly.

“Sir, I have direct orders from Captain Beck not to let you leave this system. You’re to power down weapons and take a position alongside the Wayward. We’ll escort you back to Waystation…”

Baxter held up a hand, interrupting him. “Look, Morales, I realize I don’t know you very well…” He took a deep breath. “Have you ever been in love, Morales?”

Morales pulled at his collar. “Sir, please stand down. Drop your shields. We can talk this over like reasonable people…”

“People who are in love aren’t reasonable,” Baxter said. “They do things they can’t explain. Things they never thought they’d do.” He stared at Morales. “You know?”

Morales stared at Baxter a long moment.

“Your signal is breaking up, Captain,” Morales said. “This latent radiation is playing havoc with our sensors.”

“Got it!” Tilleran said. “Ion trail. Four four six mark zero zero seven. Very faint.”

“Alter course, Hartley,” Baxter said. “Maximum warp. Go!”

“Godspeed, Captain,” Morales said.

“I owe you one, Morales,” Baxter said, returning to the command chair. Baxter knew Beck. He’d catch hell for helping Baxter, who wasn’t her favorite person to begin with.

“You have no idea,” Morales said, and disappeared as the viewscreen was replaced with a streaking starscape.



“Message coming in from Waystation,” Gage said, leaning over the tactical console. “Captain Beck reports that her rescue ship encountered the escort about fifteen minutes ago.”

Vansen leaned forward in the command chair. “Was there an exchange of fire?”

“Negative. Something about radiation,” Gage said. “Beck didn’t sound happy.”

“I can understand why,” Vansen said. “Beck would have liked nothing better than to drag Baxter into a brig.”

Lt. Madera turned around from the helm console. “Do we break orbit, Captain?”

“No,” Vansen said, after a pause. “The Tarlan assembly is still in session debating the treaty. It may be a few hours before they decide to sign it. Meanwhile, the diplomatic attachment is still hours away. We have to stay here and babysit until then.”

“Then what do we do?” Gage asked.

“We sit and wait,” Vansen said, clasping her hands and leaning back in her chair. “For the Gorn to kill Baxter, or for him to succeed, and make it back here in one piece.” She narrowed her eyes. “So I can kill him.”



Peterman squirmed in the hard metal chair as the light came on again. How much time had passed?

The face of Captain Harth came into view once again, as the massive Gorn lumbered forward out of the darkness.

“Good news, Counselor,” he said. “We’ve detected the Escort on long-range sensors. I believe your Captain Baxter is on board.”

“Great,” Petersen said. “Then I guess negotiations will be…”

“Not happening,” the Gorn said with a toothy grin. “At any rate, That tiny ship is no match for us.”

“We’ll see,” Peterman said, saying a silent prayer that J’hana was aboard the Escort. And why wasn’t the Explorer coming? “But let’s not talk about that.” She smiled up at Harth, effecting her most confident grin. “Let’s talk about you, shall we?”

“You think you can ‘sweet talk’ me?” Harth asked, sinking to one knee in front of Peterman. “Find some clever way to convince me to spare your life?”

“Not at all,” Peterman said. “As I’m sure you know, I’m a counselor. It’s in my nature to want to help people. Especially people who are as deeply troubled as you are.”

“What makes you say I’m deeply troubled?” Harth asked, sounding taken aback.

“Because we can smell our own,” Peterman said. “Let me help you, Harth. Let me get you back on track.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’re depressed, agitated.”

“I am bent on vengeance!” Harth snapped, rising to his feet.

“No. It’s a classic case of transference.” Peterman was slowly recalling where she knew Harth from. “You couldn’t possibly hate Andy that much. You barely know him.”

“He sent my crew and I to a Federation prison,” Harth hissed, leaning down in Peterman’s face.

“He took you away from someone you love,” Peterman said. “And that someone, I’m guessing, wasn’t available when you returned to the Gorn Confederacy.”

“Bah!” Harth spat. “What do you know?”

Peterman looked up at the Gorn. “Plenty. Plenty about distance, and disappointment, and heartbreak, and loss. I know because I’ve felt them myself.”

“You couldn’t possibly…” He narrowed his eyes at her. “This is a trick.”

“It’s only a trick of the trade,” Peterman said. “You’re heartbroken. I’m so sorry that things didn’t work out with you and her.”

Harth turned away, clenching his massive fists and growling. “Sirron was wrong to leave me. She felt I’d lost my station. That I’d never regain the power I once had, after having been made a laughingstock by the Federation.”

“You need to move on.”

“It’s useless,” Harth said, turning. “I’ll never find another like her.”

“There are lots of…” Peterman looked at Harth. “Lizards…in the sea.”

“None of Sirron’s beauty. Do you know, her incisors were nine centimeters long?”

“I know that’s what I look for in a healthy relationship,” Peterman said softly.

Harth collapsed next to Peterman, leaning his head in her lap. “I’m so stupid.”

“There…there…” Peterman said, not fully expecting her counseling technique to work so quickly. “It’s not so bad. You have your whole life ahead of you.”

“I’m such a fool,” he sighed. “Such a fool.”

“Don’t be silly,” Peterman said, sitting there, feeling somewhat helpless. Oddly, she wished her hands were free to pat the massive Gorn on the back. “We’ve all been there.”

“Have you?” Harth sniffed, looking up at Peterman.

Peterman thought about it. Despite everything, she wanted nothing more than to see Baxter again. And not so he could save her. No, it was more than that. She wanted him, maybe like never before, to be with her.

And she smiled. “No, I suppose I haven’t at that.”

Suddenly, the floor beneath her quaked.

Harth looked up.

“Predator, this is Garong,” a voice chirped over the comm system. “The Escort showed up, as if from out of nowhere, moments ago, and opened fire.”

“Andy…” Peterman said softly.

“Return fire! I’ll be right there.”

“It may be difficult, Predator. We cannot get a sensor lock. Her shields…”

“Disable that ship!” Harth seethed. “But don’t destroy her.” He stood, and looked down at Peterman. “I’d like to have fun with her first.”

“Have you not heard anything I’ve said?” Peterman asked.

“Yes,” Harth said. “And I’m glad we had this talk. Because now I can show you what heartbreak really is.”

“Well,” Peterman said, alone again in the dark room. “That went well.”



“Continue evasive,” Baxter said, resting his hands on the back of Hartley’s seat at helm. “Keep changing our heading and speed. Don’t let them get a lock. J’hana…”

“Dispensing fury, yes, sir,” J’hana said gleefully, gripping her panel as she fired the Escort’s relatively massive array of weapons at the Gorn starship.

On the viewscreen, the Gorn ship pitched and yawed, its shields flickering as the Escort pummeled it.

“Any luck with those shield frequencies, Tilleran?” Baxter asked, glancing back at the Betazoid.

“Spotty at best,” Tilleran said. “Their shields are a lot different than what we use. It’ll take time to find the right frequency to punch through.”

The Escort shook as a beam lashed out from the Gorn ship and pounded it.

“Keep working,” Baxter said. “Sooner, rather than later, would be best.”

“They must be tracing our fuel emissions,” J’hana said.

“I’m venting some excess deuterium from the nacelles,” Hartley said. “That’ll throw them off our scent for a while.”

Tilleran leaned over her console. “I should remind you, Captain, that the Minkta still easily outguns us.”

“I trust you guys,” Baxter said. “We’ll be fine.” Another blast crashed into the Escort, sending it spinning wildly, end over end. Baxter hit the deck hard, and leaned up. “Or not!”

The comm system buzzed to life.

“Captain Baxter,” a voice roared. “This is Harth from the Minkta. Stand down now and come aboard. We have to talk.”

“About what?” Baxter asked. “Me killing you?”

“No,” Harth replied. “About me killing that which you hold most dear.”

Baxter grabbed the helm console and climbed to his feet. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I have your wife, Baxter. And if you’re not on my bridge in thirty seconds I’ll let my claws do the walking. Are we clear?”

“We’re clear,” Baxter said, and glanced at Hartley. “Close channel. All stop. On my mark, you’re going to drop shields just long enough to beam me over. Then get out of here.”

“Respectfully, Captain, not on our f***ing life,” Hartley said. “We didn’t come all this way just to give you to the Gorn.”

“We don’t have time to debate this,” Baxter said, glancing at the viewscreen. “I can’t risk them hurting her.”

“Do as he says,” J’hana said in a low voice. “He’s the captain.”

“What was all that about ignoring orders and doing what’s right?” Tilleran asked. “Aren’t we no better than Gage and Vansen if we just blindly listen to you, and abandon you to the Gorn?”

“Quiet, Imzadi,” J’hana said, and glared at Tilleran.

She nodded. “Right.”

Hartley sighed and turned toward her panel. “Ready on your mark, Captain.”

Baxter nodded, straightening his uniform tunic. “Right. Good. Energize.”

She dropped the shields, and with a loud hum, the transporter came to life, beaming Baxter off the bridge. Hartley quickly put the shields back up, looking back at Tilleran and J’hana. “I hope you two are happy. By following orders, we just doomed both the Captain and Counselor Peterman.”

“Who said anything about following orders?” Tilleran asked.

“I believe the Captain did,” Hartley said.

“And since when did we start listening to him?” J’hana asked, and cracked her knuckles. “Gentlemen, lock and load.”



When Baxter materialized on the bridge of the Minkta, his first thought was of just how large Gorn are.

One could easily forget the size of a reclusive reptilian race who rarely dealt with Starfleet. Lately, though, they’d stepped up their aggression. But they were still just voices and faces over a comm system. Standing toe to toe with one of them was a different matter altogether.

And right now, Baxter was standing toe to toe with several of them.

One particularly large one faced him, wearing a red sash, which he guessed denoted the vessel’s Captain.

“Harth,” Baxter said. “Where’s my wife?”

“Below decks,” Harth said, stepping toward Baxter, easily a head taller than the captain. He glared down at him with bulging eyes. “She’s not gravely injured, if you were curious.”

“I was.”

“Yet, anyway.”

“I don’t suppose you give a damn about the Seldonis Convention, or the Hyperion Accords. Or the Metrons. Do you?”

“No,” Harth said. “Can’t say that I do.”

“This is a revenge thing, then?”

“Indeed,” Harth said. “Fight to the death?”

Baxter nodded. “Sounds good.”

“Weapons?”

“Seems I’m at a disadvantage either way,” Baxter said. “Why muddy the waters?”

“If I didn’t despise you, I’d like you, human,” the Gorn said, slapping Baxter hard on the back. That almost knocked the captain over, which only forshadowed the fierce beating Baxter figured he’d be due for very shortly.

“Sir,” one of the other Gorn spoke up.

“Not now, Garong,” Harth said between clenched, sharp teeth.

“We should dispose of these two hostages now and leave this system immediately. That ship out there that was fighting us moments ago has disappeared from our sensors. They likely went to report our location back to the Federation.”

“This fight will not take long,” Harth said, his eyes not leaving Baxter’s. “Once this is over, we’ll return to Gorn space.”

“And likely be disciplined.”

“Silence!” Harth said. “You have the bridge. I will be in the Battle Room.”

“I’ll see that the blood is cleaned off the floor, sir.”

“Good,” Harth said, and marched toward the nearby turbolift. “And make sure the maintenance crew gets the gore too. They left some gore behind last time.”

One of the Gorn guards shoved the barrel of his disruptor into Baxter’s back. “Move, human!”

“Fantastic,” Baxter gulped. “Just great.”



“But enough about me,” Chris Richards said, leaning against what appeared to be a shiny, red-striped metal pole, a thin sheen of sweat on his face. “How are things over there?”

“Funny you should ask,” Janice Browning said, leaning over the desk in her quarters. “Andy stole the Escort and went off with J’hana, Tilleran, and Hartley to save Kelly from the Gorn.”

“Wow,” Richards said, and paused thoughtfully. “Wait, Andy was able to steal the Escort?”

“I think J’hana helped him.”

Richards nodded. “Sounds like things are the same as usual over there.”

“In some ways,” Browning said. “Still, I’ll feel a lot better when Andy gets back with Kelly safely in tow.”

“I’m sure everything will be fine,” Richards said, and chuckled. “Haven’t you figured out yet that we always win?”

“Sometimes I wonder, Christopher.” Browning took a deep breath. “But enough about that. When, uh, when are you coming back?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Practice is really going well. I’m learning the trapeze.”

“Breen circuses have trapezes?” Browning asked with a raised eyebrow.

“They didn’t until I got here. I convinced them to add some acts with some Earthly flavor. You know, since we’re hitting several Federation colonies with large human populations. I think it’s a real hit. Once I learned the basic moves, it’s a piece of cake.”

“Don’t you need two people to make that work?”

“That’s what Warg is for.”

“‘Warg’?”

“Just this Breen I’ve been hanging out with. She’s really nice.”

“Uh-huh. So, just out of medical curiousity…”

“No. I haven’t seen what they look like underneath those suits yet,” Richards said. “But I have to admit to being a little curious. Maybe I’ll find out someday.”

“Sounds like things are going really well,” Browning said.

“Yeah. Who knows, at this rate, I may never come back.” And he laughed.

“Great. Great.” Browning glanced at her chronometer. “Look at that. Wouldn’t you know? I’m late for my shift in Sickbay.”

“Don’t let me keep you. Tell everybody I said hi.”

“I will, Christopher. Take care of yourself.” Browning closed the channel, stood up, and headed out the door. “Well,” she said, to nobody in particular. “I guess things could be worse.”



“Here we fight to the death,” Harth said tonelessly as he walked toward the center of the large room, walls plastered with bright red symbols. Baxter had to guess they were some kind of Gorn inscription, but he had no idea what they meant. Had something to do with carnage, though, to be sure.

The crowd in the room erupted in a roar of excitement as Baxter was led toward the center. Harth hadn’t wasted time setting up admission for this event. He was glad to see the crew was enjoying this so much.

Harth turned to face Baxter as the guards edged him toward the center of the room, in the middle of a large, painted red square.

“Here, one shall stand, and one shall fall. We will find out how much you truly want your wife back.”

“You’re going to rip me limb from limb, aren’t you?” Baxter asked, trying to sound casual.

“It’s to be hoped that you’ll struggle at first, and that I’ll have the discipline to prolong the experience for a while. But yes, that’s the gist of it.” The crowd launched into hearty laughter. Gorn laughter sounded throaty, forboding. Baxter didn’t like it at all.

“Good. Glad to know we’re on the same page,” Baxter said, yanking off his uniform jacket to reveal the vest and tunic underneath. He rolled up his sleeves. “Anything else I should know?”

“Probably,” Harth said, pulling his blade out of its holster at his hip and tossing it out of the square. “But it won’t change anything.”

“That’s reassuring.” Baxter glanced around. “So…this is the largest room you’ve got? Kind of pathetic. My battle with Chancellor Martok was held in a room three times this size.”

“The whole ship is watching via viewer,” Harth seethed. “And the match is being broadcast on tightbeam to the entire Gorn Confederacy, as part of Confederacy-Wide-Wrestling’s Blornsday Night Bloodbath package. Good thing too. They so love to see humans pummeled. And they’re getting rather tired of that Kirk footage.”

Captain Kirk, Baxter thought to himself, as he and Harth circled each other at the center of the square. Of course! The fight over Cestus Three. “Didn’t Kirk win that?”

“Not in the version we show.”

Damn. He should have watched that on the way here. Maybe he could have gotten a few pointers.

“Enough prancing about,” Harth said. “We begin. NOW!”

“Are we even going to get a countdown?” Baxter asked innocently. “Like a five, four, three sort of–” And Harth launched himself into Baxter, slamming the Captain to the ground.

“Guess not,” Baxter moaned, as he felt Harth’s fist connect with his ribcage.



“Andy…” Peterman said softly, flanked by two Gorn guards as she watched the battle unfold on the viewscreen opposite her chair. “Fight him, damn it! You fought Chancellor Martok and won! This is no different. Well, it’s a little different, but…”

She sighed. “Andy, you idiot. Why the hell did you do this?”



“You’re a fool,” Harth said, dragging Baxter up by the arm and swinging him down face-first into the floor. “You risked everything for her, and for what?”

“Spinal leg-lock!” someone screamed. Baxter didn’t know what that meant, but it sounded painful.

“Hadn’t thought that far ahead,” Baxter said, squirming backwards between Harth’s legs, then bringing both fists together and slamming them down at the base of the Gorn’s spine.

Harth whirled. “You idiot. Gorn are immune to the Standard Starfleet Attack Blow.”

“It was worth a try,” Baxter said, as Harth grabbed him by the back of the face and threw him against the nearest wall.

“Finish him!” fightgoers screamed, and Harth turned to face the audience.

“Now then, at ease, crewmembers! This is a fight, not an execution. We’re going to have our fun before we kill the good Captain Baxter.”

Baxter got up from the wall, sagging against it, regaining his breath. “Thanks. I appreciate that. Really.” He looked around. “Hey, um, aren’t there supposed to be referees or something?”

“Fight back, weakling!” Harth screamed, and the crowd noise reached a fever pitch.

Baxter whirled, ran at Harth full speed, lept, grabbed the Gorn’s neck, and shook with all his might.

“Give me my f***ing wife!” he shouted.

“That’s the spirit, Captain. Entertain me!” Harth said, and flung Baxter easily off him.

Baxter rose to his feet and swung at Harth again. The Gorn grabbed his fist and pulled him forward, slamming him again to the floor.

Baxter skidded to a stop, staring incredulously up at the Gorn. “Have I even bruised you yet?”

“Afraid not,” Harth said, and yanked Baxter to his feet. “Okay. Three minute break.” He looked at the audience, drawing a finger across his throat. “Commercial time-out.”

Baxter scratched his head. “Commercials?”



On Waystation, Captain Lisa Beck leaned against a console in Ops, sighing. “Baxter should have just given himself up. Man, is Morales going to be in for it when he gets back.”

The images of Baxter being pummeled, which Beck was making a thorough effort to not enjoy, suddenly were replaced with an image of a Gorn female, at least, by the apron, Beck assumed she was female, standing in the middle of a dingy, rust-colored Gorn kitchen.

“Boy, this kitchen sure is messy,” she said, looking around. “That’s why I use Green Glow. Green Glow gets your floors, table surfaces, and eating slabs spotless, so you never have to worry about sloppy entrails or blood stains.”

Beck covered her face. Why did all the warlike races have to have disgusting eating habits? Well, except for the Andorians. Andorian food was just plain tasty.

“Purchase Green Glow now. And get the green glow back in your floors!”



“So,” Baxter said, resting against a wall, as the commercial ended. “That Green Glow stuff really work?”

Harth didn’t replied, merely grabbed Baxter by his face and yanked him back into the square ring.

Baxter’s arms pinwheeled. He spun backward, squriming out of Harth’s reach and rolling to the opposite end of the square.

He saw a Gorn soldier holding a holocam and ran up to it. “Somebody! Get me out of here! Get me…urk!” That’s when he felt Harth’s big strong hand wrap around his neck and drag him backwards into the ring, driving a knee up into his chest.

“You know what the real shame is?” he asked, lifting Baxter off his feet and holding him high in the air.

“I can’t imagine,” Baxter grunted, rubbing his sore ribs.

“You’re doing all this for nothing.”

“Yeah, you said that. You’re gonna kill me. Somesuch thing.”

“No, that’s not what I mean. I know that you and she are separated; and that your marriage has hit an impasse. But I happen to know that your sweet wife, your darling Kelly…this person you would give anything to save…she doesn’t even love you anymore.”



“NO!” Peterman screamed. “Liar!” She glanced at the guard beside her. “That’s not fair. Have somebody tell him that’s not true. He can’t just lie to Andy like that.”

“You obviously haven’t been paying attention,” her keeper muttered.



Baxter reached down, gripping Harth’s hands with all his might, digging his fingernails in. He gritted his teeth, screwing up his determination. “That’s…where…your…wrong…Harth.”

He pried Harth’s fingers loose of his arms, and dropped to the floor, stumbling, then rising back to his feet. He backed away.

“Whether Kelly still loves me or not is irrelevant.”

“Oh, it is?”

“Yeah.” Baxter rubbed some blood off his face with the back of his hand. “Cause you know what? I love her. I love her with all my heart, and she’s worth saving whether she loves me or not.”

“You’d give your life for her either way, then?”

“In a heartbeat.”

“I’m truly shocked,” Harth said, throwing back his head and laughing.

“That’s what I was hoping for,” Baxter said, and leapt at Harth, punching him as hard as he could in the throat. With one foot he swept the surprised Gorn’s foot out from under him, and the giant came tumbling down, slamming into the deck. Baxter lept on him, raining punch after punch down on the Gorn’s thick skull.

Baxter punched, and punched, and punched, taking out every ounce of every feeling he’d had in the last few months on Harth’s hide. His distance from Kelly. The emotional distance, and the physical distance that followed. The angst, the irritation, the heartache, the void in his life, the hate, the love, the fear, and all the rest. He unloaded it all on Harth’s face.

Harth’s head lolled back. He was half conscious, as Baxter stopped to take a breather.

“You…will never…leave this ship…”

“Watch me,” Baxter said, crawling to his feet and stumbling toward the door.

At the same time, all the Gorn in the room poured toward Baxter, a living tidal wave of green, muscular flesh.

The door was in sight, but blocked by about a dozen Gorn.

Baxter darted toward the door, knowing it was useless. But he had to at least try.

Then the door opened suddenly, and all the Gorn in front of it went down, as blow upon blow was rained upon them. Jabbing, punching, slicing with a sharp, serrated sword.

And in the midst of the bodies, J’hana stood, eyes wild, breathing heavily. She stood there, ensconced in light, behind the two Gorn, grinning devilishly. “Captain, respectfully submit that we retreat.”

“Your timing is impeccable,” Baxter said, stumbling toward J’hana, stopping to pick up the disruptor rifle left by one of the slain guards.

J’hana glanced over Baxter’s shoulder at Harth, who stirred up from the floor, then fell back again, unconscious. “You fought well,” she said.

“I had something worth fighting for,” Baxter grinned. Then his grin disappeared as about twenty Gorn came rushing at him.

J’hana dragged Baxter back out into the corridor, as all the Gorn in the room poured out after them. “Those are the best times to fight. Hell, what am I saying. Anytime is a good time. Like now!” She raised her rifle and blasted two pursuing Gorn..

Baxter angled backwards, firing his rifle down the corridor, felling another pair of Gorn.

“Where are the others?”

“Freeing your wife,” J’hana said. “I understand there’s bondage involved.”

“Get your mind out of the gutter.”

“If you insist,” J’hana said, and blasted again, as she and Baxter cleared a path toward Peterman’s holding cell.



Hartley slung Peterman’s arm over her shoulder and jogged with her down the corridor. “We don’t have much time,” Tilleran said, pulling up the rear, checking her tricorder as she ran. “Twenty or so Gorn coming this way. Picking up J’hana and the Captain coming in behind them.”

“Twenty Gorn between them and us,” Hartley said, tapping the control on a door and hoisting her through into the cargo bay beyond “If it were anyone else, I’d be worried.”

“It’ll be a short fight,” Tilleran said. “I’m more concerned about pursuit.”

“Don’t be,” Hartley said. “Both nacelles are going to blow in about…” The ship shook violently “Now.”

“How…how’d you guys get aboard?” Peterman asked, pulling free of Hartley, determined to walk on her own.

“We used the Escort for what it does best,” Hartley explained.

“Gorn are getting closer,” Tilleran reported.

“Don’t worry about it,” Hartley said. “Anyway, we flipped her upside down, attached her to the bottom of the hull, and…kablooie.” She made an explosive gesture with her hands. “Made ourselves a nice, pretty doorway.”

“And attracted half the Gorn Royal Guard,” Tilleran muttered. “Ten meters and closing.”

Hartley led Peterman through a cargo bay, toward a gaping hole in the hull, through which she could glimpse the dorsal airlock of the Escort. Peterman yearned for that familiar sight. Just as she heard loud thumps on the entrance to the cargo bay.

“That’s them,” Tilleran said, and Hartley glared at her. “I know, I know. Not worried.”

Suddenly the door blasted open, and two Gorn came running in.

“Megan!” Tilleran called out, tossing down her tricorder and yanking out her phaser.

“What can I say,” Hartley said, pulling her own phaser and moving in front of Peterman. “I was wrong…”

Tilleran and Hartley braced, upping the power setting on their phaser as the two Gorn ran at them.

And then they saw J’hana leap, airborne, at them from behind, grabbing their meaty necks, each to a fist, and slamming their heads together. They wrestled in a pile for several moments, until all were still.

And, with a roar, J’hana shoved the unconscious Gorn off her and rose to her feet.

“I’ve never felt so alive!” she bellowed, and walked toward Tilleran, slapping her on the back. “Let’s get drunk, Imzadi.” She glanced at Peterman. “Welcome back, Counselor.”

Baxter stepped up from behind, as Tilleran, Hartley, and J’hana shimmied down the hole into the Escort.

“Kelly…” Baxter said, and pulled Peterman into his arms, kissing her long and hard…just as disruptor beams sailed over his head.

“Reunion later?” Peterman suggested, and grabbed Baxter by the wrist, dragging him down into the Escort.



Personal Log, Captain Andy Baxter,

Stardate 57239.6. We are returning to the Explorer after a narrow escape from the bowels of the Minkta.

Meanwhile, I am in the Escort’s incredibly tiny sickbay, being administered to by a doctor other than my primary healthcare provider.

I can’t say I feel bad about that though, because…well, yeah….



“Hold still,” The Emergency Medical Hologram (Mark I) said, running a mender over Baxter’s fractured jaw.

“Ouch,” Baxter said, gripping the bed as the doctor worked. “You’ve got a very light touch, doc.”

“I’m sorry. It’s the McCoy in me,” the hologram said dryly.

Peterman leaned over Baxter, holding his free hand. “You got your ass beat, honey.”

“You should see the other guy,” Baxter chuckled, and a little blood trickled out of his mouth. “Oops. That’s not good.”

“You have severe internal injuries,” the doctor said.

“But he’ll live, right?” Peterman asked hopefully.

The doctor rolled his eyes and huffed. “Hmph. I suppose.”

“Just patch me up so I can get on with my life, Doctor,” Baxter said. “Enough with the pleasantries.”

“I wish I’d gone into sanitation,” the Doctor muttered.

“Andy,” Peterman said softly, ignoring the doctor. “I want you to know, what Harth said…about me not loving you…”

“Didn’t believe him for a minute,” Baxter said.

“Good. Glad we got that out of the way,” Peterman said, and leaned down, kissing Baxter gently on the lips.

When they parted, Baxter looked hard into her eyes. “But…about everything else…”

“Life’s too short, Andy. Life’s just too damn short,” Peterman said, and pulled up a chair, keeping Baxter’s hand in hers.

“Given the injuries your husband sustained, I’d say that’s an accurate assessment,” the Doctor said.



The airlock doors parted, and Baxter was the first to step (well, hobble) out.

He’d told Peterman about the state of things on the Explorer. Vansen’s deathgrip on command, Woodall being in control of the Explorer project, his parents inexplicably splitting up. He’d also told her about Plato’s growth spurt, the annoyingly efficient and professional Lieutenant Gage, the Guinanco takeover of, and subsequent return of, Space Tastes. Luckily, it was a somewhat lengthy trip back to the Tarlan system.

So Peterman, standing behind Baxter, was as concerned as anyone about the type of welcome they’d get upon returning to the ship.

Baxter glanced to his left. “Whew. Looks like I may have overreacted. And here I thought Vansen would do something…” He looked to the right. And found a phaser pointing right between his eyes. “Extreme.”

Vansen wielded the phaser, staring at him with narrowed eyes. “Brig. Now.”

“Captain,” Baxter said, holding up his hands. “Surely we can talk about this.”

She gestured with her phaser. “Now.” Without looking at Peterman, she said, “Welcome back, Counselor. You have an appointment with Assistant Counselor Ryn tomorrow to get you up to speed.”

“Oh, yeah, you give HER old job back without question,” Baxter mumbled.

“Shut up,” Vansen said, and gave Baxter a push down the hall. She glanced back at Tilleran, Hartley, and J’hana. “The rest of you, get to your quarters. You’re to stay there until further notice. Till I figure out what to do with you.”

“Might I make a suggestion…” J’hana spoke up.

“No,” Vansen snapped, and prodded Baxter down the corridor.

“All things considered, I think that went well,” Peterman said, with a deep sigh.

“Yeah,” Hartley said, stepping out of the airlock. “Maybe now things can finally get back to normal.”

“I don’t know about that,” Tilleran said, staring down the corridor after Baxter and Vansen. “I have a feeling our troubles are far from over.”

“You worry too much.”



Predator-in-Chief Harth held an icepack to his face and stared at the damage readouts on the viewscreen. “Engineer Porth, tell me you have good news.”

The engineer stood beside Harth, shifting from foot to foot. “Yes. Once we get towed back to space dock, it will be a matter of weeks before the Minkta is operational again.”

“WEEKS!” Harth exploded. “How can that be?”

“Their engineer was quite adept at disabling us. The engines are totally destroyed.”

Harth pounded his command chair. “NO! How am I to have vengeance if I’m stuck in space dock?”

“You may want to keep a low profile for a while,” Assistant- Predator Garong said from behind Harth. “Command is not pleased that you attacked a civilian freighter and caused an interstellar incident, then lost a battle to the death with a human captain.”

“But attack is what we do!”

“I believe they were more upset about the losing part.”

Harth growled. Just then, a trill rang at the tactical console. Garong leaned over and checked it. “Communication coming in. Unknown signal.”

“On screen,” Harth rumbled.

The screen lit up, filled with a green face. But it wasn’t a Gorn. He had a broadly-built, humanoid figure, well manicured, shiny black hair. Perfectly pressed suit. He was a businessman, all right. Harth’s mouth watered. It was fun to beat up businessmen.

“Who the hells are you, and what do you want?” he spat.

“Who I am is not important. What I want is, because it’s so perfectly aligned with what you want.”

“And what’s that?”

“To find and capture Captain Andy Baxter. That is still what you want, isn’t it?”

Harth grinned, baring his sharp, pointy teeth. “More today than yesterday,” he said.



THE END.



NEXT:



During the rollercoaster ride of recent weeks, Doctor Browning has managed to keep a low profile. But when the Explorer passes close to a planet visited by the Breen Circus, Browning is faced with the opportunity to reunite with Commander Chris Richards. But to do that, she first must attend the Breen Circus. Having never visited a Breen circus before, this author wonders aloud just what the heck that might be like. Meanwhile, Captain Baxter has a heap of legal troubles to deal with, and finds help in the place he least expects.




Tightrope



Counselor Kelly Peterman smoothed her uniform and took a deep breath as she stepped forward, and the doors to Sickbay automatically swung open.

“Janice?” she called, stepping into the cavernous room.

“Over here,” a muffled voice called from the O.R.

Peterman walked toward the room, pushing a control on the doorpanel, so the doors swung open. “Oh. Hi, Janice. The computer said you’d be here. I didn’t realize you were on duty tonight. I thought you had a date.”

“I did. Heavy on the did,” Browning said, sporting a red operating smock over her black evening gown as she punched controls on a panel beside the bed, running from console to consoel, as a man laid still on the operating table. “Another five cc’s of monostatine. Stat!” she called out to Nurse Christina Chadway, who obediently pressed a hypospray into the man’s arm. “Clear!”

“I’m sorry to bother you,” Peterman said, taking a step back toward the door. “Maybe I should come back some other…”

“Again!” Browning said, punching a control on the panel again. The man shook, and then was still. “That’s okay,” she said, clearing a few strands of hair from in front of your face. “I’ll be done in a…”

“Asystole,” Chadway called out, looking at a monitor.

“Second,” Browning said. She looked down at the man briefly, then grabbed a padd, making notes on it. “Time of death twenty-one hundred.”

Peterman tried to keep her eyes away from the patient. She looked at Browning. “So?”

“So what?”

“How did the date go?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Browning pointed at the dead man on the table. “He’s dead. Dates don’t end much worse than that.”

“Oh…my…gosh. THAT’S HIM?” Peterman exclaimed, and pulled Browning into a hug. “Janice, I’m so sorry! What the hell happened?”

Browning nodded, and threw her hands up in the air. “I just wish I could have ONE date go well!””

“I never even met the guy,” Peterman said. “Who was he?”

“He’s a barber in the shop on Deck Thirty-Eight,” Browning said. “Kalic’s.”

Peterman’s eyes widened. “That’s Umberto! That’s Andy’s barber!”

Browning nodded. “How do you think I met him? Andy set it up.”

Peterman ignored all the questions that statement brought up, and instead probed Browning further. “I ask again. What the hell happened?”

“We’d barely gotten through appetizers when he keeled over.” Browning shrugged. “Face down into the bacon-wrapped shrimp.”

Peterman glanced back at Umberto. “That would explain the toothpicks in his face.”

“Yeah, at least I got the shrimp off them.”

“Janice,” Peterman said. “You didn’t…”

“Well, he wasn’t dead yet! How was I to know I’d be picking shrimp off a dead man?”

“My head’s spinning,” Peterman said, bracing herself against a nearby table.

“He seemed like a nice enough guy,” Browning said, entering some more notes in her medical log. “But the conversation wasn’t going so well. He didn’t make good eye contact. You know how I hate that.”

“Have you figured out what caused…the uh…death?”

“Massive brain aneurysm. Nothing we could have prevented.” Browning sighed. “Guess it was just his time. Oh well, there are plenty of fish in the buffet.”

“Sea.”

“Whatever!”

“Your taking this well,” Peterman said, watching Browning walk out of the operating room.

“At this point, nothing surprises me,” Browning said, and shuffled out of Sickbay.



“Court martial?” Captain Andy Baxter exclaimed, staring in awe across the forcefield in the brig, as Captain Nell Vansen faced him from the other side, padd in hand.

She continued to read from the padd:

“To: Baxter, Captain Andrew J. You are hereby requested and required to appear before a Grand Court Martial on Pelonius Six, within twenty-four hours of receiving this communication. The charges against you include reckless dereliction of duty, failing to obey the direct order of a commanding officer, malicious mischief, and mutiny.”

Baxter arched an eyebrow. “Malicious mischief? Isn’t that a bit much?”

“I liked the ring of it,” Vansen said. “But, actually, ‘requested and required’ was my favorite part.”

“You’re enjoying this,” Baxter muttered.

“Much as you enjoyed defying me and stealing the Escort.”

“I did it to save Kelly from the Gorn, and I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

“Well, you won’t have to worry about that. I hear orbital construction supervisors are much more lenient than Starfleet captains. I can give you a nice reference, if you like.”

“You’re too kind,” Baxter said. “But I’m not going anywhere.”

“Oh, you’re going somewhere, all right. To Pelonius Six. You’re requested and required, remember?”

“I plan on being there,” Baxter said, folding his arms and trying his best to look confident.

“I can’t wait to watch them pick you apart,” Vansen said. “Oh, wait, I’ll be the one picking you apart, as I’ve been granted special dispensation to be Federation legal counsel!”

“Do your worst,” Baxter said.

“So you have someone in mind to plan your defense?”

“Of course I do,” Baxter said with a cavalier laugh, as Vansen turned on a heel and left.

Once Vansen as gone, Baxter turned around and knocked his head against the wall. “Of course I don’t!”

He was screwed. Vansen had him right where she wanted him. He’d broken Starfleet regs, there was no way around that.

He didn’t know very many high-ups in Starfleet. Admiral McGrath was in a mental institution. Commodore Velara was taking an “extended leave,” and his father was missing. So he was very quickly running out of people who might step in and help him plan a defense.

It would have to be someone who was used to breaking regulations. Someone slimy enough to have no compunction about bending the rules, and squirming around them. Someone who was at least as much of a jerk as Vansen. A worthy adversary. Someone who could stand toe to toe with her and not blink.

Someone heartless, and devious.

But Baxter didn’t really know anyone like that.

Then he realized he did. He snapped his fingers. “Of course!” He walked up to the forcefield. “Jailer! I want my phone call!”

Ensign Keefler looked up from his terminal. “Your what?”



“Your what?” Captain Conway asked, his brow furrowed, on the terminal screen at the security desk in the brig.

“My Defender. My official Starfleet representative.”

“Pete sake’s, Baxter, I’m two sectors away. Isn’t there someone on your ship who can do it?”

“The Defender has to be of command rank. And Vansen’s the only one on the ship of command rank. And she’s prosecuting.”

Conway rubbed his chin. “So, she’s going to try to spank you Starfleet style, eh?”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “That’s about the size of it. So, will you help me?”

“I never did like her.”

“And this could be a chance to embarrass her in a room full of her peers.”

“That does have some merit.”

Baxter leaned closer to the screen, as Ensign Keefler looked on from behind him. “Please.”

“My gosh, Captain, are you begging me?”

“Seems to me I got you out of a jam similar to this one a couple years ago. Need we mention the whole Maloxitarian incident?”

“No!” Conway snapped, leaning forward. “We need not. Relax, Baxter. I’ll pull your ass out of the sling it’s in. I’ll meet you there.”

“Thanks, Captain. I guess I owe you one.”

“I like the sound of that,” Conway grinned, and disappeared from the screen.



Steffie in hand, Counselor Peterman took a deep breath and punched the control on the door to her office. She noticed she’d been doing a lot of deep breaths at doorways lately, and resigned herself to stopping that.

The door slid open, and she gasped relief. Nothing had changed.

“Afraid I’d redecorate?” a voice asked from behind Peterman.

She turned, smiled politely. “Counselor Ryn,” she said, letting Steffie down to the floor to toddle around. Peterman wasn’t sure when her first steps occurred, although she was pretty sure it was some time during the jaunt to the 21st century, she was proud that Steffie was beginning to take small and uneasy steps. At the moment, she more or less clung to the couch. “I’d heard you were still aboard,” she said to Ryn.

“Nowhere else for me to go as of yet.”

“I assume Captain Vansen will be reassigning you?” Peterman asked, lifting Steffie into the crib beside her desk, then slipping around behind the desk and sitting down.

“Actually, I was planning to ask the Captain if I could stay aboard,” Ryn said, and stepped into the office, letting the doors closed behind her.

“Ah,” Peterman said, folding her hands on top of her desk. “In what, er, capacity?”

“Assistant Ship’s Counselor, of course. Forgive me for saying so, Counselor, but you’ve operated without a staff for far too long.”

Peterman beamed. “Counselor, I think you and I are going to get along just fine! Take a seat, we have a lot to talk about.”

“That’s an understatement,” Ryn said, and sat down.



That night, Peterman walked up to her and Baxter’s cabin, juggling Steffie and a padd detailing all that she and Ryn had talked about that day. Much of it had to do with her husband, a subject Peterman wasn’t very comfortable discussing as yet. There were also the usual reclamation projects. The update on Lt. Sefelt took three hours, in and of itself. Dr. Leonardo, the pet psychiatrist, was doing much better, after he got over the initial shock that the pet he was communicating with was in fact not Peterman’s cat Fritz, but an alien consciousness, the Bast. Ryn assured her that Leonardo was functioning quite well again, back at his old job.

The other insane doctor, Jarvay Ranowat, hadn’t faired as well. Apparently, while Peterman and the others were in the 21st century, he escaped from his cell and performed several unauthorized medical procedures. He was soon thereafter transferred to Tantalus.

Peterman stepped inside her cabin and nearly screamed.

She was facing a grinning Jem’Hadar soldier.

“Counselor,” Chaka’kan said.

“Chaka,” Peterman gasped. “You scared the daylights out of me.”

“I am sorry. Do you need new daylights?”

“It’s just an expression,” Peterman said, walking in and setting Steffie in her hover-walker, glancing as she scooted about on the floor. “Not to sound unkind, but what are you doing here?”

“I usually arrive to babysit Steffie at this time. Until recently, Captain Baxter had been assigned to evening shifts.”

“Man, Vansen is a bitch,” Peterman growled.

“Am I to take it that, now that you’re back, my services are no longer needed?”

“Not at all,” Peterman said. “I’ve got some things to do around the cabin. It would be great if you’d replicate some dinner for Steffie.”

“Of course. Babyfood is life.”

“Right. And thanks again…for everything. I understand you were of great help to Andy while I was away.”

“He needed it,” Chaka said simply.

“Well, I’m happy to report that all is well once again.”

Chaka bowed. “That’s as it should be. Excuse me.” And he walked off to the replicator.

Peterman walked into the bedroom, unzipped her upper tunic, and then tapped her combadge. “Peterman to Baxter.”

“This is Ensign Keefler. May I help you?”

“Adam, put me through to Andy.”

“I’m sorry, I can’t do that, Counselor.”

“Adam…”

“I have strict orders.”

“I’m about to say that word that makes you uncomfortable in any social situation.”

“NO! I’m putting you through now.”

“That a boy.”

“Kelly?” Baxter asked, bleary. “Sorry, I was, uh, sleeping.”

“What are you still doing in the brig? She can’t hold you in there indefinitely.”

“Oh, my stay here will definitely end soon.” Baxter quickly laid out Vansen’s plans for him, as well as his counter strategy.

“Hold on.” Peterman sat down on the edge of the bed. “You’re getting DAVE to defend you?”

“Why not? He’s a fitting adversary for Vansen. Part of me is eager to watch them go at it.”

“I could have represented you.”

“You’re not of command rank. Sorry.”

“Well, I’m not letting her keep you in that cell one night longer. We have lost time to make up for, and she’s not going to stand in our way.”

“Kelly, don’t go antagonizing Vansen. At least one of us has to have a job.”

“Why? We don’t get paid. We have no expenses. What is there to lose?”

“Good point. Give her hell, Kelly!”



“Plato, dinner time!” Browning called out, ducking her head into Plato’s room. She saw the young, but matured, half-changeling boy sitting on the edge of his bed, tapping something into his padd.

“I’ll be out in a sec. Go away!”

“What are you doing?” Browning asked, stepping toward Plato.

He pulled the padd close to his chest. “Nothing! Get out of my room!”

“Plato,” Browning said. “It’s been a long day. Let’s not fight.”

“Then just go away. I need to finish this.”

“What are you writing?”

“It’s…um…nothing. School project.”

Browning nodded sagely. “I’ve written a few love letters in my life too, buddy.”

“It’s not a love letter. It’s not something silly like that.”

Browning smiled. “Here I thought you were plotting to take over the ship. How silly of me. You were just writing a love letter. Ha!”

“It’s not a love letter!” Plato called after her as she left. Once she was gone, he cradled the padd. “Mom doesn’t understand. She doesn’t realize how we’re meant for each other. You’ll see, though, once you read this.” He stared at the padd. “I can’t wait till you read this!”

Browning, meanwhile, walked out to the replicator to pull the rack of lamb out of the slot, when she heard the message chime at her terminal. She walked over and punched a control.

Chris Richards, in plainclothes, appeared on the viewscreen. “Janice?”

“Christopher. Nice to see you. How’s the circus?”

“We just pulled up stakes, actually.”

“Mmm. Are you having them with mushrooms?”

Richards cocked his head. “Stakes. It means we’re headed to our next destination.”

“Oh,” Browning said.

“Apparently, you and I are headed to the same place. I read in the Federation News this evening that Captain Baxter’s on his way to a Court Martial.”

“He…” Browning blinked. “What?”

“Yeah. Vansen’s apparently pressing charges for the whole Gorn incident.”

“That Vansen. I should have finished her off after I dumped the hot coffee on her that one time…”

Richards laughed. “If you only knew….”

“Well, I guess I’ve been out of the loop. Do you know where we’re headed?”

“Pelonius Six. Which is an outstanding coincidence, since the Breen Circus is currently headed for Pelonius Two.”

Browning’s eyes widened. “Really?” She quickly adopted a neutral expression. “I mean, that’s good.”

“I thought maybe you’d like a night at the circus. Bring Kelly. I’m sure she’ll need something to take her mind off all this court martial stuff.”

“Yeah. I know she’d love to see you.”

“I think you guys will be pleasantly surprised,” Richards said. “I think I’ve found a real niche here.”

Browning grinned. “I’m glad.”

“And what about you?”

Browning thought about her day, and its resulting body count. “Oh, a little of this, a little of that. Nothing new.”

“Great. Well, I’ve got to get belowdecks. Apparently the warp- impulse monitors are out of sequence again. See you on Pelonius.”

“Good luck,” Browning said, and punched a control on her terminal. “Looks like the circus is coming to town.”



“Come.”

The doors to the ready room opened.

“Bitch.”

“Yes?” Vansen said simply, looking up from her terminal.

The counselor stepped forward toward Vansen’s desk, leaning her hands on it. “I want you to let my husband out of the brig, and I want you to do it right now.”

“Hmm,” Vansen said thoughtfully, tapping her chin with a fingertip. “No.”

“Okay,” Peterman said. “We can play it that way. You keep him in there. But you should know that when he gets out, and when he gets command of this ship back, which he will, we will both make your life a living hell.”

“Witness my not caring,” Vansen said. “Oh, and witness my not being scared. See it? Not scared.”

“Why are you such a bitch?”

“Do I have to make a list?” Vansen said wearily.

“I mean it,” Peterman said, and sat down opposite Vansen. “You’re different.”

Vansen looked back at her terminal. “I don’t see how.”

“Andy told me how you’ve been acting. I’ve heard it from J’hana, Tilleran, and the others too. You’re…a whole new kind of mean. It goes far beyond professional now. Why?”

Vansen didn’t look at her. “I’m getting bored. Get down to your office, Peterman. While you still have one.”

“Oh, so you’re threatening me now?” Peterman asked, then laughed. “I guess I should have predicted it. You’re following such a simple pattern of aggressive behavior. I don’t know why I didn’t see it before. Oh, that’s right. Because I was off the ship.”

“Get out of here,” Vansen said tersely.

“This is about so much more than Andy, isn’t it? This is about you.” Peterman’s eyes went wide. “You’re….you’re afraid you’ll be doing this the rest of your life. Exiled. Having to command a crew full of losers for your entire career.”

“GO,” Vansen said, staring down at her desk.

Peterman smiled as she walked toward the door. “You know where my office is. Sounds to me like you could use a visit.”

Peterman left just before a padd slammed into the closing doors.



“Who’s hungry?” Dr. Browning asked, stepping into the brig with a tray laden with food.

“Why, Doctor, that’s so nice of you…” Ensign Keefler said, standing.

“Would you be a dear and give us a few moments alone?” Browning asked, glancing from Keefler to Baxter, who sat in the nearby cell.

“I’m not supposed to…”

Browning picked up a plate off the tray. It was steaming, smelling of roasted duck. “This is my Duck a L’Orange. How about you step into the conference room across the hall and enjoy this while the Captain and I have a nice little talk.”

“I was told one of you might try to break him out…”

Browning wrinkled her nose. “Silly. Do I look like I can work one of those forcefield thingies?”

“I’m…well, I don’t know. You are a doctor. Doctors are pretty smart.”

Browning looked at Keefler, waving the steaming plate. “Orangey goodness!”

“Right,” Keefler said, taking the plate. “I’ll just be next door if you need me.”

“Andy,” Browning said, walking up to the forcefield as Keefler left. “How are they treating you?”

“Fine,” Baxter said. “Considering I live in a four-meter-square box and have only Keefler for company.”

“It could be worse. You could have been filleted by that Gorn guy.”

Baxter nodded. “There is that.” He glanced at the tray. “Food?”

“Your favorite. Grapefruit pizza.”

“Bless you, Janice.”

Browning walked up to the slot next to the brig which resembled a typical replicator. This one, though, was a little different. She slid the tray into it, pressed a control, and it fizzled away in a blue transporter beam.

Moments later, it appeared on the other side of the forcefield, in the replicator slot in Baxter’s cell. The controls on that replicator, of course, could do nothing except send the original tray back. Prevented prisoners from replicating all manner of nasty weaponry with it.

Baxter looked at the tray, lifted the lid, and inhaled the grapefruity smell. “Mmmmm… delicious. You even burnt the cheese a little, just like I like it.”

“No reason you should be malnourished, just because you’re locked up.”

“Don’t guess you put a phaser, or a coil spanner, or something useful like that in here, did you?” Baxter asked, inspecting the pizza carefully.

“No, silly. No more breaking rules. Let’s try to get through this one without involving any more prison for any of us.”

“That’s going to be tough,” Baxter said, taking a slice of pizza and munching on it. “Considering that, once we get to Pelonius Six, I may be stepping off this ship for the last time.”

“You think the situation is that grave?” Browning asked, pacing back and forth in front of Baxter’s cell as he ate.

“Vansen does have a pretty strong case against me.” Baxter smiled, chewing. “But I’ve got a secret weapon.”

“Do tell.”

“Captain Conway’s going to be representing me.”

“Conway!” Browning said, almost yelping. “Is that really a bright idea?”

“Anyone else you suggest?”

“I just…I can’t imagine you picking someone like him to represent you. I mean, it’s Conway.”

“It’s Conway versus Vansen,” Baxter said with a grin.

Browning thought about that. “When you put it like that…”

The door to the brig opened, and Peterman stepped in.

“Hey, how’s my…” she said with a grin, then saw Browning. “Janice!”

“Hi,” Browning said, waving. “Just bringing him some dinner. Figured he was tiring of brig food.”

“No doubt,” Peterman said, rocking back and forth on her heels.

Browning looked from Baxter to Peterman. “You two need some time…”

“Thanks, Janice,” Peterman said, as Browning hurriedly walked out.

“Thanks for dinner!” Baxter called after her. “Wow, she left quick.”

“There’s still some…awkwardness,” Peterman said, approaching the forcefield. “Probably will be for a while.”

“Ya think?” Baxter asked, palming another slice of pizza. “So…how’d your meeting with Vansen go? Am I a free man?”

“Yes and no. Actually, totally no,” Peterman said. “She’s a very bitter, angry woman.”

Baxter nodded. “So she wouldn’t let me go. Figures.”

“She’s angry at a lot more than you. I need to work on this. I think I can get through to her.”

“You thought you could get through to Bradley Dillon, too.”

“Hey…I did…sort of…after he transported us all back in time.”

Baxter chewed thoughtfully. “Do you really want to go there? I mean, do you really want to dig past the surface of Vansen?”

“If it frees you, and gets you command of this ship back, you bet I do.”

Baxter smiled. “I love you, Kelly.”

“Love you too,” Peterman said. “Get some sleep. You have a big day ahead of you tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “I’m not worried about it. What’s the worst they can do? Kill me?”



“What’s the worst they can do? Kill me?”

Skereeth watched the sensor feed carefully as it exercised its many tentacles, flexing the strong muscles within the cramped cabin of its one- man pursuit craft.

It bared its teeth and grinned, slime oozing from its gaping maw and pooling on the deck below it.

No, not kill you, Skereeth thought. But capture you. Immobilize you. Give you to the highest bidder.

Skereeth’s tentacles furled and unfurled giddily, as the small ship blazed toward Pelonius Six.

Skereeth would follow its orders to the letter. But the Orions never said it couldn’t have fun doing it.



“This is going to be a great show,” J’hana said, rubbing her hands together. “I do not know about you, Doctor Browning, but I am excited.”

“I hope you’re talking about the circus, and not Captain Baxter’s court martial,” Tilleran said from beside J’hana.

“Eat your shlarazz,” Browning said, leaning against J’hana’s chair as she eagerly devoured the squirming, many-legged, carapaced creature on her plate. “And be glad I imported some Andorian cuisine for you.”

“You’re too kind,” J’hana said, crunching on the prickly end of the shlarazz.

Tilleran wrinkled her nose. “It smells funny.”

“Of course it does,” J’hana said, waving the wriggling black thing at Tilleran. “It’s no good if it doesn’t smell funny.”

“I should have guessed,” Browning sighed, and sat down between the Betazoid and Andorian.

“More coffee, when you get a chance, Janice,” Tilleran said. “And less emotion…” She rubbed her temples. “You’re broadcasting like a subspace beacon.”

“Sorry,” Browning said. “I’m just worried about seeing Christopher again.”

“Bah,” J’hana said. “All will be as it will be.”

“That’s reassuring.”

“She’s kind of right,” Tilleran said. “Look how well things turned out with me and Hartley, and her. Vansen could have gone much harder on us than she did, but instead all we got was nasty notes in our permanent records.”

“Hah,” J’hana chortled. “I have many nasty notes. I care not!”

“You’ll never make Lieutenant Commander again that way, sweetie,” Tilleran said. “At any rate, once Captain Baxter presents his case, I’m sure the magistrate will understand. He may get a suspension, maybe even a demotion. But he’ll get back on his feet. He has to.”

“That’s the spirit, Imzadi,” J’hana said with a toothy grin.

“You’ve got a little…shlarazz running down your chin,” Browning said, pointing.

“I know,” J’hana said.

Browning stood up. “Well, I’ve got to get changed. Christopher and I are meeting for lunch before he goes on tonight.”

“Are you going there before or after you go to Andy’s court martial to support him like a worthy friend should?” J’hana asked pointedly.

“J’hana,” Tilleran said testily.

“It is an honest question.”

“I’m going to be at both places,” Browning said tightly. “I’m going to lunch, then I’m going to the Court Martial, then I’m going to the circus with Kelly later on tonight. Hopefully, Andy will be with us.”

“Hopefully,” J’hana said dryly.

“I’ve got to go inventory my kitchen,” Browning said, rising and heading back for the kitchen.

“Was it something I said?” J’hana asked.

“Yes!” Tilleran snapped. “She’s very nervous about seeing Richards again. Not to mention all the stuff happening with the Captain, and with Counselor Peterman being back.”

“Yet you are not supposed to be reading people against their wishes,” J’hana shot back.

Tilleran stared at the closed doors to the kitchen, where Browning had gone moments ago. “Some emotions are so strong you can’t help but read them.”



“Ready to face the music, Captain?” Captain Vansen said with a grin as she faced Baxter across the forcefield.

“You’re happier than you’ve been since I came back aboard,” Baxter said wryly as Vansen keyed the forcefield control and allowed Baxter to step out.

“That’s because I’m getting rid of you,” Vansen said giddily. “Now let’s go.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Mister Keefler, if you will.”

Keefler followed Baxter, phaser drawn.

“Sorry about this, Captain.”

“Not to worry,” Baxter said. “You’re just doing what you’re told. Nothing wrong with that.”

“Too bad you don’t actually believe that,” Vansen said, leading Baxter out into the corridor. “Maybe we could have saved you all this trouble.”

Out in the corridor, a group stood blocking the corridor. Baxter smiled.

“Are we ready?” Peterman asked, standing in front of Hartley, Mirk, J’hana, and Tilleran.

“I’ve got two transporter rooms standing by,” Hartley said.

“This is cute,” Vansen said. “You all want to support your former captain.”

“Actually, we want to see you fall on your face,” J’hana said.

“If only I could fire all of you,” Vansen sighed, pushing past the group and leading Baxter toward the transporter room.

“Too bad you didn’t give me my ship back,” Baxter told her. “Maybe I could have saved YOU all this trouble.”

“No trouble at all,” Vansen said, leading Baxter into the transporter

room.

“It’s even less trouble for me,” Baxter said, mounting the transporter padd next to Vansen.

“I look forward to it!”

“I look forward to it more!”

“Energize, damn it!”



It wasn’t hard finding Richards among the hordes of Breen that milled about the campground complex of the Rat Dar Dar Kak Circus Troupe. For starters, he was the only person at the complex not wearing a beige and green environmental suit and matching helmet.

For another thing, he was a good head shorter than most Breen, much as Browning was.

“Christopher!” Browning called out, negotiating the maze of blocky cargo pods that seemed to be distributed on a desert clearing on Pelonius two.

“Janice,” Richards said, ducking past a group of passing Breen holding a pair of silver rings and an armful of spikes.

Browning glanced at the spikes. “What in the world are those for?”

Richards chuckled. “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”

“Really?”

“No. I’m just kidding. I don’t want to tell you because it’ll spoil the surprise.”

“What kinds of acts does a Breen circus have, anyway?” Browning asked, as Richards led the way toward what appeared to be the commissary module.

“You’ll see tonight. Like I said, I…”

“Don’t want to ruin the surprise. Yes,” Browning said. “Fair enough.” She approached the open window in the module, and a Breen leaned out.

“BRAT KARD KAR RAX RAK RAK RAK,” the Breen said in a metallic voice.

“What did he–?” Browning asked, looking at Richards.

He held up a hand. “Allow me.” He looked at the Breen in the window. “RAX RAX KAK KAK GARD BAK KAK KAK KAK.”

Browning’s eyes widened. “You speak Breen?”

“I’ve picked up a few phrsaes. Do you like ‘DAK’?”

“I don’t know.”

“I think you’ll like it. It’s spicy.” Richards turned back to the attendant. “DAK DAK DAK. Oh, yes, and extra KRAK!”

“You amaze me sometimes, Christopher.”

“Wait until you see my act.”

“Can you tell me anything about it? No, wait, I know. You don’t want to ruin the surprise.”

“You’re catching on,” Richards said, as the Breen slid a tray of steaming bowls out of the window.

“Smells good,” Browning said, as Richards led her over to nearby table and chairs. “Then again, I’ve only studied Breen cuisine a little during my xenonutrition classes. And the one time I visited Breen, it was to visit Andy’s dad. And he did a lot of barbecuing.”

“Breen food is an acquired taste,” Richards said.

“And some of it is deadly to humans, right?” Browning asked, lifting one of the bowls to her nose, smelling the murky, bubbling gray liquid within.

“Yeah, I think.” Richards shrugged. “Who knows.” He pointed to a bowl of yellow glop. “I know that stuff is really good.”

Browning sipped tentatively from her bowl of gray gunk. “Mmmm…almost like marmalade mixed with chili.”

“Is that a good thing?” Richards asked.

“To me it is,” Browning said, and continued to guzzle the thick soup.

“Glad to see some things never change.”

“It’s only been six weeks,” Browning said between sips. “Not even that.”

“I can’t believe it’s been that long.” Richards thought. “Has it really?”

“Yup,” Browning said. “Not that much has happened. Other than the whole thing with the Gorn trying to kill Kelly. And Andy causing a mutiny. And some aliens trying to take over the ship. And Plato fleeing the ship and almost getting killed.”

“Same old stuff, eh,” Richards said.

“Yeah,” Browning said. “What about you?”

“I’ve been having fun. There’s no stress here. I just practice my act, then when showtime comes, I go out there and perform. It’s simple.”

“Yeah, but what if you fall? Aren’t you doing something with heights?”

“It’s sort of a balancing, trapeze-type thing, yes,” Richards said.

“So if you fall, I guess there’s a net…”

“Nope. No nets. The Breen don’t believe in them.”

Browning grimaced. “Easy to say when you wear thick suits.”

“I’ve never really worried about falling. I don’t think about it much.” Richards looked away thoughtfully. “Until you brought it up, just now, that is.”

“Oops,” Browning said.

Richards blinked. “Anyway, eat up. I want you to meet a few people before you’ve got to leave for the court martial. You have a shuttle in orbit?”

Browning nodded. “Yup.”

“I’m glad you could come,” he said with a grin. “Although I don’t really miss the Explorer, I do miss you.”

“I…” Browning said, and was cut off when a voice from behind called out.

“Chris! They’re having some trouble with the rigging on your third jump!”

Richards glanced over Browning’s shoulder. “I’ll be right there!” He sighed. “The Breen are great performers, but they’re not so good at engineering.”

“Good thing they have you.”

“Yeah, I suppose I wear a few different hats,” Richards acknowledge.

“That voice sounded human,” Browning said. “Is he…?”

“Pogo? No,” Richards said. “Although he looks somewhat like one. He’s a Changeling.”

“A Changeling?” Browning’s eyes widened. “HERE!?”

Richards rubbed his chin. “I guess you might be interested in knowing that. Maybe you can schedule a visit between him and Plato.”

“Is he visiting from the Gamma Quadrant?”

“No, no. He’s one of ‘The Hundred,’” Richards said, making air quotes with his fingers. “He was sent away from the Gamma Quadrant centuries ago to reach out and explore, then report back to the Founders centuries later. Or something.”

“Like Odo.”

“Except he never went back. He actually protested the Dominion War, led some rallies, held speaking engagements on some of the far-flung worlds.”

“Doesn’t he realize the war is over? That he can go home?”

Richards shrugged. “He doesn’t want to. He came across the circus a few years ago, and found that he enjoyed performing much more than any of his political pursuits. He’s a smart guy, that Pogo.”

“I’ll say,” Browning said.

“It’s a mess in there.” Browning turned as a shadow fell over her. Muscular, tall, broad, humanoid in appearance, with a smooth face that seemed like it was sculpted poorly from clay. “Ah, you must be Doctor Browning.” He extended his hand. “Pogo.”

“That’s an interesting name,” Browning said, rising and shaking the man’s hand. What a grip!

“I’m not quite sure what it means,” Pogo said. “I suppose it has something to do with the fact that I like to bounce.”

“See what I mean?” Richards asked, beaming. “He’s brilliant.”

“Yeah,” Browning said.

“You have a half-changeling son, is that right, Doctor?”

Browning nodded.

“I would very much like to meet him. I don’t mix much with my kind. Although I suppose that’s mostly by choice.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

Richards stood. “I wish I could stay longer, but I’d better help the Breen with that rigging, before they collapse the whole support structure in there.”

“Indeed,” Pogo said. “That’s why I came.”

“Let’s go,” Richards said, moving past Browning. He turned, slid an arm around Browning, and hugged her. “Thanks for coming, Janice.”

“Anytime,” Browning said thoughtfully, watching Richards and Pogo slip into the crowd of Breen, moving off toward the large, modular warehouselike structure that seemed to house the performance area of the Breen circus. “Anytime at all.”



Captain Baxter sat, hands folded on the table, in the front of the spartan assembly room, as a small crowd of Explorer crew and others from the Starfleet outpost on Pelonius Six filed in.

Peterman walked up to the waist-high gate just behind Baxter, and leaned over. “The Aerostar just entered orbit,” she said in a low voice. “Conway should be here soon.”

Baxter glanced over at the table ten meters to his left, where Vansen sat, reading a padd. “Hear that, Vansen? Captain Conway’s coming. Hope you’re ready!”

Vansen didn’t respond, merely extended her middle finger in his general direction.

“I hate her,” Baxter seethed.

“Yes,” Peterman said, reaching over and squeezing Baxter’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. We’re going to win this.”

“And then you and I are going on vacation.”

“I think we’ve both used up all our vacation time, but it’s a nice thought,” Peterman said. “Anyway, I’m here for you, sweetie. And J’hana is standing by, if anything goes wrong.”

Baxter glanced over his shoulder. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Jailbreak,” Peterman mouthed silently, and walked back to her seat in the first row, just a few meters behind the gate that separated the audience from those directly involved in the case.

“I sure hope you’re kidding,” Baxter said, and Peterman simply winked at him. He turned around to face the desk at the front of the room, flanked by two flags, one bearing the Federation seal, the other the arrowhead emblem of Starfleet. “Wonder when this magistrate is going to get here.”

Suddenly the doors at the rear of the assembly room swung open, and Captain David Conway strode in, wearing his white dress uniform, carrying a padd and a steaming cup of coffee.

Vansen glanced back at him. “Isn’t that a bit much, Captain?”

Conway ignored Vansen and pushed open the swinging gate, stepping around to Baxter’s table. He sat down, setting his padd in front of him, and taking a long swig from his cup of coffee.

“I hope you got the strongest blend you have,” Baxter said under his breath. “You’re going to need it.”

“Relax,” Conway said. “I’ve studied up on this Admiral Wrenth guy. He seems reasonable enough, for a transdimensional lifeform.”

Baxter’s eyes bugged. “What? Transdimensional?”

Conway nodded as he read from his padd. “Yeah. Says here Wrenth is from a race called the Haldaxians. They only exist in our space- time continuum for a few hours out of each day. Man, it’s amazing it only took him seventy years to rise up through the ranks. A few hours a day…that’s like reaching Admiral after only three or four years.”

“How’s he supposed to make a ruling if he’s only here for a few hours?” Baxter asked.

“We’ll have to make our case before he disappears. Apparently, there’s some clause they put in specifically to address the logistics of dealing with someone of his race. We need to win or lose this case by the time he shifts back into whatever universe he comes from, or else you’re automatically ejected from Starfleet. That prevents me from trying to keep the Court Martial tied up indefinitely and causing a mistrial.”

Baxter glared over at Vansen, who shot a sly smile back at him. “That’s why we’re here, and not on some other outpost. She specifically selected this place as the venue so I’d get thrown out of Starfleet.”

“We haven’t lost yet,” Conway said. “I think we have a pretty strong case.”

“Glad you think so,” Baxter harrumphed. “I don’t suppose it’s possible to, you know, make a motion or something that we get a magistrate from our own universe?”

“There’s no time,” Conway said. “Any attempt to delay or mistrial will result in you getting booted from Starfleet. Doesn’t seem fair, really.”

“I didn’t even know we had this option,” Baxter said. “If I’d have known, I’d probably have court martialled you long ago.”

Conway grinned. “Well, then I guess it’s a good thing you didn’t know.”

Just then, a male Starfleet officer in a mustard-collared Starfleet uniform stepped in front of the desk at the front of the room.

“Ladies and gentlemen, all rise,” he said, then glanced at the chronomter on the wall, as everyone assembled stood up. “May I present, the honorable Admiral Klessarius Zagstelligan Wrenth.”

“How’d he get through a work shift if he only phases in for three hours a day?” Baxter asked quietly.

“Aliens’ Rights Act,” Conway said. “You really should read the Starfleet charter sometime. Interesting stuff.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, as suddenly the room was awash in bright white light. “What the hell’s happening?”

Conway pointed toward the front of the room. “Admiral Wrenth is happening…”

The white light seemed to flicker and waver, at first filling the room, then condensing in a mass behind the desk, binding itself up into a roughly humanoid form, pulsating, glowing much brighter now that it was concentrated in a smaller space.

The glowing humanoid, which seemed to be made of solid light, moved his head left and right, scanning those seated before him.

“You may all be seated,” he said in a booming, resonant voice.

Baxter sat down.

“This Court Martial is hereby called to order discuss the matter of Captain Nell Vansen versus Captain Andy Baxter. I remind you all that we now have less than three hours to come to a conclusion. So make your arguments succinct and clear. Just give me the facts. I’m a busy being. Now let’s go.”

Captain Vansen smiled, rising from her seat and stepping toward Wrenth’s desk. “Admiral, it gives me great pleasure to bring charges of mutiny, among others, against Captain Andy Baxter. Here are the facts….”



“…so Captain Baxter left the ship, against my explicit orders, and coerced several of my officers into going with him.”

“Captain, is this true?” Wrenth asked, turning to face Baxter.

“Well, I’d like to consider them MY officers. And they volunteered to come. I actually told them to stay on the Explorer.”

“I see,” Wrenth said. “But you left the ship against orders.”

“My wife was being held by a murderous Gorn captain who’d recently been released from Federation prison, and was out for revenge against me for putting him there.”

“Hi, your honor!” Peterman called out, waving from the audience. “And may I say, you’re a very beautiful being of light.”

“Your wife,” Wrenth said dryly.

“That’s my Kelly,” Baxter said.

“Admiral,” Conway said. “I object. Captain Vansen ordered Baxter to stay on the Explorer out of malice. She wasn’t acting in the best interest of the mission.”

“The mission to Tarlan Four? In which the diplomatic delegation specifically informed her that no one but her was to leave the Explorer for any reason, or it might collapse negotiations entirely?”

Conway nodded. “Yes.”

“So, what part of Vansen’s orders are in question?”

“All of them, really,” Conway said, and turned toward Vansen, who was leaning against her table. He stepped toward her. “She doesn’t like the Captain much, a fact she’s made abundantly clear since she came aboard the Explorer two and a half years ago.”

“Objection!” Vansen shot back, standing. “I’ve made no secret of my distaste for the Explorer crew, Baxter in particular, but it’s never impeded me in doing my job.”

“That’s debatable,” Conway replied. “Being that you insult the captain at every turn. You demean him. You degrade him. You put him on back to back shifts just out of spite. Not very professional, is it?”

“My professionalism isn’t on trial here!” Vansen replied, standing toe to toe with Conway. “And even if it was,” she said in a lower voice. “I’d put it up against yours, any day. I know your history, Captain. You’re a hateful person just like I am. Only I manage to get my job done at the same time. You might want to try it.”

Conway turned back to Wrenth. “That sound like a woman in her right mind to you?”

“Captain Vansen is correct,” Wrenth intoned. “Her professionalism isn’t the issue here.”

“But maybe it should be.” Conway stepped toward Wrenth’s desk. “Admiral, if I can establish that Captain Vansen was acting incompetently, wouldn’t that justify Captain Baxter disregarding orders?”

“Sir,” the officer standing beside Wrenth spoke up. “I remind you that you shouldn’t touch Admiral Wrenth. Human flesh that comes in contact with him disintegrates immediately.”

“Noted,” Conway said, and stepped back a little.

“If his disobedience was a direct reaction to Vansen’s incompetence, I suppose so,” Wrenth said thoughtfully. “In any case, you have one hour to prepare and execute that argument, and then the case is closed. I trust I’m making myself very clear.”

“Crystal, sir,” Conway said. “I request a brief recess.”

“Recess?” Baxter exploded. “But the guy’s only here for another hour!”

Conway whirled. “Shut up, Baxter!”

Vansen chuckled as she stepped back behind her table and sat down. “Even your defender dislikes you, Captain. And you actually think you can prove me incompetent? Hah! Good luck!”

“Granted,” Wrenth said, a little boredly.

“Oooh…Vansen!” Baxter growled. “I’m going to get you. I don’t know how, I don’t know when, but some way, some how, I’m going to get you!”

“Do your worst, Captain,” Vansen said, as Conway grabbed Baxter by the arm and jerked him toward the lounge adjacent to the assembly room.

“We’ll be right back,” Conway called over his shoulder, slapping a hand over Baxter’s mouth even as he tried to yell back at Vansen.

Once in the room, and once the doors were closed, Conway fairly pushed Baxter back into a chair at the conference table and leaned over him.

“You’ve got to keep your mouth shut, Baxter. The whole case I’m trying to make here is that you’re being unfairly persecuted by Vansen. If you keep shooting back at her, I can’t establish that.”

“I’ll try to remember that,” Baxter said. “It’s just…she’s so damn infuriating!”

“You can’t stand your commanding officer.” Conway laughed. “I can relate. But if you’re going to defeat her, you have to show you’re the better person.”

“But I’m not,” Baxter said.

“But you have to believe you are,” Conway said, grabbing Baxter’s shoulders. “Now, if I’m not able to convince Wrenth that you acted diligently, then there’s a good chance he’ll want to throw you out of Starfleet. I’ve got a countermeasure planned. It’s a bit drastic, but it may just be our last hope of keeping you in Starfleet.”

Baxter leaned forward. “I’m listening.”

“We’re going to have you transferred to the U.S.S. Outlander,” Conway said. “I think I can convince Admiral Wrenth that you’d be a good fit over there.”

“But I don’t want the Outlander,” Baxter said. “I want to stay on the Explorer.”

“I’m not sure that’s going to be an option. If Wrenth rules against you, there may be no other choice but to transfer. Otherwise, you’ll be out of Starfleet.”

“So what makes you think he’ll let me transfer to the Outlander, if he’s of a mind to put me out of Starfleet?”

“Because I’ve found out, through sources I can’t name, that the Outlander’s mission is going to be a little different than the other ships in our group.”

Baxter’s eyebrows raised. “What do you mean?”

“The Outlander’s going away for a long time, Captain,” Conway said. “Longer than any Starfleet ship has before. Twenty years, round trip.”

“TWENTY YEARS?” Baxter shouted. “Conway! What kind of solution is that?”

“Look, you can bring your wife and Steffie. You can select your own command crew from anyone on the Explorer who wants to go. Most importantly, you’ll have your own ship, and you’ll never have to see Vansen again.” He grinned. “Or me, for that matter.”

“You just want to get rid of me,” Baxter said.

“Nonsense,” Conway said. “Look, for this to work, you have to trust me. I know that’s not easy, but the alternative is kicking back on Earth and doing nothing for the rest of your life.”

“Well, I don’t want that,” Baxter said, but wasn’t sure he meant it.

“Don’t worry,” Conway said. “The Outlander thing is just a final solution. I’m pretty confident we won’t need it.”

“That makes one of us.”



Doctor Browning slipped in shortly after Conway and Baxter went into recess, maneuvering over to the front row, where Peterman sat.. “Did I miss anything?” she asked, sitting down next to Peterman.

“Just the opening volleys,” Peterman said. “Now Dave and Andy are in recess, coming up with some kind of master plan, I hope. How was your visit with Chris?”

“Interesting. Did you know there’s a changeling in the circus with him?”

“No, I didn’t. That’s nice for Plato.”

“Yeah. I called the ship and asked Plato if he wanted to go down to the circus with me. He said he didn’t want to.”

“You told him there’d be another changeling there?”

Browning nodded. “He said he didn’t care. Said he had better things to do. Can you believe that?”

“Boys will be boys,” Peterman said. “I wouldn’t take it personally, Janice. He’s a teenager now. He’s going through a tough phase, is all.”

“But he’s only three years old!”

“Maybe physically. But mentally, he’s a whole lot older than that. Older, in fact, than he was before we went to the twenty-first century. Give him time.”

Browning smiled. “Thanks, Kelly. You know, I’m glad you’re back.”

“I’m glad to be back,” Peterman said, and looked toward the front of the courtroom. “I suppose once we get this one last of business out of the way, we can finally have our family back together.”

“Yeah,” Browning said. “More or less.”



“Contact bearing oh-four-four mark two-six-five,” Ensign Keefler announced, looking up from tactical. “Small vessel. One occupant. Moving toward the planet.”

Lt. Jeremy Gage was seated in the command chair. “Put it on screen.”

“It’s…” Keefler trailed off as he looked at his sensor panel, pressing controls.

Gage turned around. “What is it, Ensign?”

“Nothing, sir. It vanished. Might have been a sensor echo.”

“Might have been. Regardless, coordinate with the Aerostar. See if she saw anything.”

“On it.”



“Thanks for your patience, Admiral,” Conway said, stepping back up to face Wrenth as Baxter returned to his seat.

“I have nowhere else to be,” Wrenth said. “For forty-two minutes, at least.”

“Right,” Conway said. He paced back, turning. “Captain Nell Vansen. Current commander of the U.S.S. Explorer.”

Vansen took a breath. “This should be good.”

Conway whirled, facing her. “Would you say you’re a good captain?”

“I’m not being questioned here,” Vansen said.

“As a matter of fact, you are,” Wrenth said. “I see no harm in answering the man’s question.”

Vansen rolled her eyes. “Yes, I consider myself a good captain.”

“Do you think you have the respect of your crew?”

“I could care less,” Vansen said. “Are you finished yet?”

Conway looked back at Wrenth. “Doesn’t care if her crew respects her.” He returned his gaze to Vansen. “How about like? You think they like you?”

“I care even less about that. They don’t have to like me. They just need to do their jobs.”

“Which is increasingly harder the less likable you are,” Conway said, and marched toward Wrenth. He tossed a padd on the Admiral’s desk. “As a matter of fact, I’ve got evidence gleaned from over two dozen log entries from Vansen’s senior staff on the Explorer indicating how much they dislike her. Moreover, they cite reasons why. And I think you’ll see a trend developing. A trend that shows that, lately, Vansen has been even less likeable.” Conway turned back toward Vansen. “Hey, I’m not the most likeable guy on my ship. But at least my crew respects me.” He thumbed over at Baxter. “Baxter here isn’t the most respected guy on his ship. But at least his crew likes him. Seems to me you have to have one or the other.”

“I don’t think it says anything about that in Starfleet regs,” Vansen said. “Although I’d be happy to check on that for you, Captain.”

“No need,” Conway said. “I already checked.” He picked a padd up off his table and tossed it on Vansen’s table. “The regs say nothing about being likeable or respected.”

“I thought not,” Vansen replied.

“They are, however, fairly explicit about a captain treating the crew with respect. Something you haven’t been known for since coming to the Explorer. And wouldn’t you say, of all those you disrespected on the Explorer, Captain Baxter has been the hardest hit.”

“That poor, poor man,” Vansen snarled, turning toward Baxter. “I’m so sorry I’ve been mean to you. I can’t imagine how hard it’s been, shlubbing through your insubordinate, ineffective, incompetent Starfleet life with me constantly on your case. If you ever did anything useful, it might just scare you into retirement!”

“That’s quite enough!” Wrenth bellowed, silencing Vansen. Conway just smiled.

“Sir,” Vansen said, reigning in her emotions and turning back toward the Admiral. “I respectfully submit that none of this has anything to do with the case before us today. Captain Baxter obviously acted against orders. His actions had nothing to do with my respect for him or lack thereof. He simply acted willfully to flagrantly disregard my orders!”

“He was going to rescue a member of his crew,” Conway said, turning on Vansen.

“Who also happens to be his wife.”

“Irrelevant,” Conway said, advancing on Vansen. “Show of hands, in the audience. Who here likes Captain Baxter.”

Dozens of arms were raised. Explorer and Aerostar crew alike.

Baxter smiled. “Aw, jeeze, guys…”

“And Captain Vansen?” Conway asked, arching an eyebrow. “Who likes her?”

Lt. Sefelt gingerly put up his hand. Peterman glared at him, and he quickly dropped it.

Vansen lept to her feet, whirling toward the group. “You think I care if you don’t like me? You can all go to hell for all I care. You and your captain can go straight to hell!”

“THAT IS ENOUGH!” Wrenth railed, glowing much brighter. “One more outburst like that, Vansen, and I’ll remove you from these proceedings.”

“Sir,” Vansen said, turning toward Wrenth, her voice shaking. “This is an obvious attempt to discredit me. I think you’ll see that…”

“Silence,” Wrenth said. “I’ve made my decision.” The being stood, stepping right through his desk, and toward both Vansen and Baxter. Conway, meanwhile, strode back to his chair and sat down.

“This should be good,” Baxter muttered.

“Captain Baxter, you did disobey Starfleet orders.” He turned to Vansen. “But Captain Vansen, you did nothing to inspire confidence or obedience in your crew. That has to count for something.’

“But Admiral…”

“Enough,” Wrenth said. “Truth be told, this matter is too complex to settle in the ten minutes I have remaining.”

“But…!” Baxter rose a questioning finger.

“But I simply can’t find enough evidence to remove Captain Baxter from Starfleet.”

Vansen opened her mouth, but shut it quickly.

“However,” Wrenth said, turning toward Baxter. “There is obviously an untenable situation aboard the Explorer right now. One that flies in the face of efficiency and productivity.”

“No kidding,” Conway said.

“That’s why I’ve decided it’s best for all considered to separate the two of you.”

Baxter grinned. “Yes!”

“For you, Captain Baxter, to be transferred to U.S.S. Outlander, to assume command when she’s launched in four months.”

“Wow,” Conway said. “Great minds think alike!”

Baxter stood, opened his mouth to object, but Vansen stopped him, stepping out from behind her table.

“Wait just one second, Admiral,” she said.

“Not you again,” Wrenth said, not looking at Vansen (which made little difference, as he had no eyes).

“Transfer me to the Outlander,” she said earnestly. “I’ve seen the specs. She’s a bigger ship than Baxter can handle anyway. Put me there. And let me choose my own crew. Crew that are distinctly NOT Explorer people. Then let Andy have his precious Explorer. That’ll make everyone happy.”

“Captain Baxter,” Wrenth said, turning to Baxter. “Are you amenable to this arrangement?”

Baxter’s lip was quivering as he struggled to hold back yelps of joy. Tears of ecstasy were welling in his eyes. “I’ll…uh….I can live with it!”

“Don’t say a word, Captain,” Conway said, rising and bracing a hand on Baxter’s shoulder. “We really should have Vansen sign something to make this official.” He tapped a quick agreement into his padd and tossed it to Vansen.

“Gladly!” Vansen retorted, thumbing her signature at the bottom of the padd. “Anything to get off the Explorer.” She glanced back at everyone in the audience. “Far be it for me to go where I’m not wanted.”

“HA!” Peterman called back gleefully from the audience.

“I can’t believe it,” Baxter said, throwing his arms around Conway. “You really did it, Dave. You did it!”

“It was dumb luck,” Conway said, wriggling out of the hug and pushing Baxter away. “As usual. Nor for godsakes, get off me!”

“If you’ll excuse me,” Vansen said hotly, as she pushed past the audience toward the exit. “I’m going to go back to the ship and prepare my new command crew. And pack my things.”

“Better pack lots of supplies!” Baxter called after her. “You’ll need them!”

Vansen glared back at him curiously as she stepped out into the lobby outside.

Peterman ran up to Baxter and pulled him into a tight hug. “Andy! I’m so relieved! You did it!”

“Yes,” Baxter said, kissing her deeply. “Everything’s going to be okay now.”

“Glad I could help,” Wrenth muttered, turning back to his desk. “Now then, I’ve still got ten minutes left. I think I’ll go have a muffin. I do so love muffins…”

Baxter turned back toward the audience, raising his arms in triumph. “You here me, gang? Everything’s going to be okay now. Everything’s going to be just fi–”

A phaser blast seared by his ear, singing his hair.

Peterman pushed him to the floor. “Down, Andy!”

A monstrous roar filled the assembly room, coming seemingly from everywhere at once, and the gathered audience scattered, piling toward the door.

Baxter climbed under his table, pulling Peterman with him. Conway dove under the other table.

“Conway to Aerostar! Send security! Now!”

“What the hell was that?” Peterman said. “Where did that shot come from? And who’s roaring? The damn thing sounded like a rabid rhinoceros.”

“I don’t know,” Baxter said. “Maybe if we cower here for a while, the thing will go away.”

“Andy, I love you, but that sounds like a horrible plan.”

A window shattered. A chorus of fearful screams echoed through the assembly room. Impossibly heavy footfalls. Before Peterman or Baxter could react, the table above them smashed, and corded muscular purple tentacles lashed down upon them. One each wrapped them both, hurling them high into the air.

“Lieutenant Unlathi, you crazy….” Baxter began, then looked down into the gaping maw of the huge beast, with their rows of sharp teeth, slimy skin, and multiple whipping tongues.

“I don’t think that’s Unlathi,” Peterman groaned as she was squeezed by the thing’s thick tentacles. “They don’t have Unlathi’s pleasant disposition.”

“You come with me now!” the being bellowed, slamming Baxter and Peterman together and dropping them to the floor.

“Let’s not get carried away!” J’hana shouted, skipping over rows of chairs, hurling herself airborne, then piledriving into the thing, knocking it forward.

And straight into an unsuspecting Admiral Wrenth.

“My, I’m sorry, I didn’t see you there. Excuse me, I…” The massive being screamed as they slammed into him. Although Wrenth wasn’t even staggered, his multidimensional energies were slowly disintegrating the Velvattian’s flesh. By the time it realized what had happened, it was too late. “Careful there, you’re…well, sorry about that,” the Admiral finished, as the last chunks of the massive assassin disintegrated with a meaty sizzle.

J’hana hit the ground, assuming her famous “battle squat.” She looked around, scanning for any other possible attackers, even as the last bits of the Velvattian evaporated.

“Strange,” Wrenth said, and vanished back to his native dimension.

Baxter rose slowly, helping Peterman to her feet, as the smell of fried Velvattian filled the air. “I think we’re safe, J’hana.”

J’hana rose from her stance. “I’ve never killed a Velvattian before. This is a day I will not soon forget.”

Baxter looked at Peterman, pulled her into a kiss, and broke the kiss, smiling. “Me neither.”

“You cower like a fool,” J’hana said, offering a hand to Conway as he climbed out from under the nearby table.

“I miss you too, J’hana,” Conway muttered.

“Anybody hurt?” Dr. Browning asked, running up, as the crowd slowly filtered back into the room.

“Just bruised,” Baxter said.

“Velvattian assassins do not come cheap,” J’hana said. “Someone has put a high price on your head indeed.”

“Probably Harth,” Baxter said. “But I can live with that.”

“We shall see,” J’hana said enigmatically.



“It is somewhat an anomaly,” Commander Kristen Larkin said, filing into the upper deck seating facing the three rings of the Breen circus, now dark, as the show was between acts.

“What, that someone would want me dead, or that he’d send a Velvattian to do it?” Baxter asked, walking arm in arm with Counselor Peterman down the aisle and squeezing into the row of seating with Larkin, Conway, Ford, J’hana, and Tilleran.

“That he would send only one person, and that the person would be so easily stopped,” Larkin said, as Baxter sat down. “More than likely, this will not be the final attempt.”

“You’d think we’d get better seats than these, being friends of someone in the show. These are nosebleed seats,” Baxter said, looking around. “I’m not going to get all paranoid like President Dillon was. I’m not going to let anyone spoil the day I got the Explorer back.”

“Although you may not have it for long if you are gutted and filleted,” J’hana pointed out.

“Where’s Janice?” Tilleran asked, kicking J’hana in the shin and glancing around, desperate to change the subject.

“If it were anyone other than you,” J’hana muttered, rubbing her shin.

“She said she’d be along. She wanted to check backstage to see if she could talk to Chris,” Baxter said. “I thought Hartley and Mirk were going to be here.”

“They said they had other plans,” Tilleran said.

“About what?” Conway asked.

“I don’t know, I didn’t even know they had plans,” Baxter said.

“No. I mean what was Janice talking to Chris about?”

“Oh, who knows. She’s been acting weird lately.”

“She has a lot to deal with,” Peterman said. “What with Chris being away, Plato being unresponsive, and…” She averted her eyes. “Other things.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “Other things.” Suddenly the lights in the center of the massive chamber went up bright. “Oh, look, the show’s starting!”

A bright glow washed over everyone’s faces, as a cascade of color and lights flickered by, and the show began.

“Wow!” Ford exclaimed. “Look at them go!”

“It’s amazing,” Conway said. “I wondered what a Breen circus would look like. And I have to say, this defies all my expectations.”

“It’s…” Baxter said, squeezing Peterman’s hand. “Breathtaking.”

“Look at them…the harmony…the symphony of movement…the grace, the subtle artistry and pageantry of it all,” Peterman gasped. “And in those bulky suits!”

“It is most glorious,” J’hana said, her mouth agape. “I am born anew, in a fabulous, throbbing egg sac.”

“Well put,” Larkin said with a nod.

Then the lights went dim again.

“Did I miss anything?” Browning asked, squeezing into the end seat, next to Peterman.

“Um..nope…” Conway sipped his drink. TEKAK was the closest thing to coffee they had at the Breen concession stand. It was overpriced, and cold, so already it had two strikes against it.

“Ya know,” Peterman said. “About what you’d expect from a Breen circus.”

“I’m still stunned,” Baxter said.

“Chris is on next,” Browning said. “He’s a little nervous, what with all of us being here.”

“That’s silly,” Baxter said. “I’m sure he’ll be just fine. I’ve heard he’s done this act dozens of times now.”

“I’m not sure that’s what he’s nervous about,” Browning said thoughtfully. “We talked. About him coming back to the ship.”

“And?” Peterman asked.

“He said no,” Browning said, looking down at her feet. “Said he needed this environment. That he felt less pressure here..”

“What hooey,” Baxter said. “Honestly I don’t understand what goes on in that man’s head sometimes. I never asked much from him as first officer. Hmm…I wonder who else I could get for the job.”

“I’d count Hartley out if I were you,” Peterman said. “Seems as though she never took well to command.”

Baxter glanced down the row. “Tilleran? J’hana?”

“Surely you jest,” J’hana said.

“Thanks anyway, Captain,” Tilleran said politely.

“What, am I that hard to work for?” Baxter asked, scratching his head.

“Shh, he’s going on,” Peterman said. She leaned over toward Browning. “Janice, you really should think about this before we leave the Pelonius system. Who knows when we’ll cross paths with Chris again. This could be your only chance to tell him how you feel.”

“How’s that?” Browning whispered. “Even I don’t know.”

“But you feel something.”

“Possibly.”

“Explore it. You owe yourself that.”

“I don’t want him to do anything he doesn’t want to do.”

“Maybe he doesn’t realize how you feel. You should tell him.”

The lights went up. There Richards stood, atop a high tightrope, a balancing stick in hand, clad in a tight, incredibly form-fitting silver suit.

“Where’s my imager!” Ford called out, exploding in laughter.

“He’s going from the tightrope to the trapeze,” Browning explained. “So the idea is he leaps off the rope, grabs the trapeze as it’s thrown to him, and swings to the pole on the other side, and grabs on.”

“And how is this entertaining?” Baxter asked. “I want the Breen back.”

“Shh. Andy!” Peterman scolded. She turned back to Browning. “I mean it, Janice. Think about it.”

Browning nodded. “I already thought about it.”

“Good,” Peterman said, smiling, as Richards moved slowly, shakily out toward the middle of the wobbly tightrope.

“I’m going to tell him how I feel.”

“Good,” Peterman said again, as Browning pushed out of her seat and ran down the flight of stairs toward the middle of the amphitheatre.

“Wait!” Peterman exclaimed. “I didn’t mean now!”

“Where’s she going?” Baxter asked, stuffing a handful of popcorn into his mouth. The menu was totally bizarre, but somehow they still managed to have popcorn.

Peterman covered her face. “I’m not sure, but I can’t look.”

“Christopher!” Browning called out, as Richards reached the end of the tightrope. Pogo waited, literally wrapped around the pole, on the other side of the ring. He swung the rope toward Richards, who reached out to grab it.

“Christopher!” Browning called at the top of her lungs. “You’ve got to come back to the ship. I think I still love you!”

Richards glanced as he reached out for the trapeze. “What?” And as he leaned forward, he grabbed at air, the trapeze having already swung out of reach.

“I think I still love you!”

“Um…” Richards fell forward, arms pinwheeling, and tumbled off his perch on the pole, plummeting to the ground below.

SPLORCH!

The crowd fell silent.

“Now THIS is entertainment!” J’hana cheered.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 57245.4. Captain Baxter and friends returned from Pelonius Two this afternoon, with a very injured Commander Richards in tow. I’m sure I don’t care. I am, though, admittedly curious about the assignment ahead of me, command of the new starship, Outlander.

By the way, this is my final log as Captain of the Explorer. May you all rot in hell.

Wow, I feel better already.



“Cracked femur. Four broken ribs. Punctured lung…” Browning read off the list of injuries from a padd while Baxter sat at his desk in the first officer’s office, wincing.

“Janice, that’s…”

“Bruised kidney, broken neck, broken back, sprained shoulder, and a mild concussion.”

Baxter gulped. “Broken back? Can you fix that?”

“Oh, yeah,” Browning said, and sighed, plopping into the chair opposite Baxter. “But why must I keep having to operate on the people I care about?”

“What do you mean? Who else has there been, other than me and Chris?”

It was Browning’s turn to wince. “Oh, man. I completely forgot.”

“Forgot what?”

“Umberto’s dead,” she said meekly.

“My barber? But you only went on one date with him!”

“What, you think it’s my fault? It was a brain aneurysm. Totally freak occurence.”

“Poor Umberto. He was a great barber. I don’t like the other guy. He has a lazy eye.”

“Still, all told, it was a good day, eh?” Browning asked.

Baxter leaned back. “Yes. Vansen’s gone for good. She’s clearing out the readyroom now. We’ll be at the shipyards in the Halinon system to drop her off in about a week. Then life goes back to normal.”

“Plus we got Richards back.”

“He’s staying?”

Browning nodded. “He may recover from his injuries, but he’ll never fly on the trapeze again.”

“I suspect, after what happened, he may never want to.”

“Yes,” Browning said. “I guess you could say his dreams were crushed.”

“Literally,” Baxter said, and Browning winced again.

“What am I going to do, Andy?”

“You’re the doctor, you know best.”

“No,” Browning said, and leaned forward. “About Christopher? What do I do about him?”

“You mean…romantically?”

Browning nodded.

“I think the same holds true,” Baxter said. “You know best.”

“Yeah,” Browning said. “Maybe I do.” And she got up and walked out.

Just then, Baxter’s terminal blinked. He leaned forward and touched a control. Captain Anna Kimmel of the U.S.S. Tracker appeared on the screen.

“Anna,” Baxter said, smiling. “It’s been a while since we’ve talked.”

Kimmel shrugged. “I know you’ve been busy,” she said with a sideways grin. “I just heard the news about your court martial…which ended up with you back in command of the ship?”

“Funny how those things work out,” Baxter said. “What about you? How are you doing?”

“I’m, uh, you know…the same.”

Baxter sighed inwardly. He was very protective of Kimmel, for reasons he rarely thought about. “What happened this time?”

“Nothing. Just a warp core thing.”

“A thing?”

“Almost a breach. We got it figured out.”

“Anna…” Baxter sighed. “That’s the third time this year.”

“Yeah, but we didn’t have to dump it this time.”

“Good. Because I think I remember Starfleet giving you that ‘fresh out of warp cores’ song and dance.”

Kimmel nodded. “Yeah. They’re always ticked about something.”

“Well, things will look up. I see great things ahead for you.”

“That’s nice of you to say, Andy.”

“Shucks,” Baxter said.

“So, uh…I’m in your sector next month. Think we could get together, catch up? It seems like it’s been forever…”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, grinning. “I think that can be arranged.”



On the way back down to Sickbay, Browning passed Plato and Hartley. Plato was dragging Hartley by the arm, giggling. Hartley wore loose chemise, over a bathing suit, and Plato was in swim trunks and a t-shirt, cradling a volleyball.

“That was so much fun, Megan! Can we go to the beach again tomorrow?”

“If your mom says you can, and the holodeck’s free, sure.” Hartley looked up. “Hey, and there she is. Hi, mom!”

“Hello,” Browning said, looking from Hartley to Plato. “Son…is this why you couldn’t go with us down to the circus? So you could go to the holodeck with Lieutenant Commander Hartley?”

“He didn’t ask you?” Hartley asked, looking from Plato to Browning. “He told me he did.”

“He lied,” Browning said.

“You don’t have to know where I am all the time,” Plato said.

“We’ll talk about this later,” Browning said. “Right now, get back to our quarters.”

“But Megan and I were going to…”

“Back to our quarters. Now, Plato.”

Plato glared at Browning then stalked off down the corridor.

“Janice, for what it’s worth…”

“It’s okay,” Browning said. “It’s not your fault, Megan. I’ll straighten this out. Thank you…thanks for being there.”

“Anytime,” Hartley said, and watched Browning go as she continued on to Sickbay.



When Browning got to Sickbay, she walked up to the biobed where Richards lay unconscious.

As she watched him, his eyes fluttered open. “Janice..?”

“Yeah, Matthew?” she said, touching his hand.

“Next time you want to tell me you love me…”

“Yes?”

“Could you wait until AFTER I come down from the deadly height?”

Browning giggled. “Yeah, I think that can be arranged, Matthew. Anything else?”

“Got anything to eat?”

“Hmm. Let me think about that…”



THE END.



NEXT:



Ahh, Spring on Betazed. A time when young Betazoids turn to thoughts of love. Until Lt. Commander Ariel Tilleran and Lieutenant J’hana visit, however. There’s something fishy about the Real Estate business on Betazed, an Tilleran and J’hana must visit the sweaty depths of the Betazoid housing market, and call in favors from someone Tilleran would just as soon not deal with, to find answers. If that weren’t bad enough, it’s high time Tilleran introduced J’hana to her family. That should go well.




Valuable Properties



Captain Andy Baxter rolled over in bed, yawned, and blinked.

“Morning,” Counselor Kelly Peterman said, staring at him as he ran a hand softly down her face.

“Morning,” he said, smiling.

“Actually, it’s oh-three hundred,” Peterman corrected. “If you were curious.”

“That’s the problem with flying through space,” Baxter said. “There’s no sun to come up. And if there is a sun outside your window, odds are you’re in trouble.”

“Brilliant observation, sweetie,” Peterman said, turning, and curling herself against Baxter’s chest. “What woke you?”

“A dream,” Baxter said, wrinkling his nose. “Nasty one, too.”

“The McDonald’s dream?”

“No. This one was at the YMCA.”

“I thought it was fun to stay at the YMCA,” Peterman said thoughtfully. “I could have sworn I heard that somewhere.”

“Well you heard wrong. It was absolutely disturbing. Have I mentioned yet how happy I am not to be back in time anymore?”

“Once or twice.”

“How about how happy I am to be in command of the Explorer again?”

“You screamed it last night. Several times. While we…”

“I’m in command again!” Baxter shouted, hopping out of bed. “I think I’m going to go up and command the bridge for a while.”

“It’s Delta Shift, hon.”

“So…”

Just then, a piercing wail echoed through the Captain’s cabin, and Baxter knew he’d woken Steffie.

“She’s up,” Peterman sighed.

“It’s my turn,” Baxter said, and started for the door.

“No,” Peterman said, and slid out of bed, gently moving past Baxter. “I was away for six weeks. I’ve got some catching up to do in the child- rearing department.”

“How about we both do it?” Baxter asked, clasping his hand around Peterman’s.

“That’s a great idea,” Peterman grinned.

“Are we disgustingly cute?” Baxter asked her.

“You’re half right.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 57250.3. After several days of medium warp travel, we’ve reached the Halinon system, where we’ve been assigned to deploy Captain Vansen and her new command crew to begin their lengthy–as in twenty years – tour of duty aboard the U.S.S. Outlander.

Did I mention this was the Captain’s log? And that, since I’m the Captain, it’s my log?

Just thought I’d make that clear.

Anyway, life aboard the Explorer is slowly returning to normal, er, abnormal. However you want to put it. The point is, I’ve got my ship back. And as far as I’m concerned, everything else is trivial.



“It’s vital you return to Betazed immediately.”

Lt. Commander Tilleran rubbed her eyes blearily as she stared at the woman on the viewscreen in her office. It was far too early in the morning for this. “Mom. You’re exaggerating.”

“This is a matter of supreme importance. You realize, that as a daughter of the tenth house, you’ve got responsibilities that far exceed whatever piddling concerns you have board the Implorer.”

“Explorer, mom.”

“Whatever. There’s a ceremony for you to attend here. And whatever personal feelings you have, you have a duty to your family, and your house, to make the trip.”

“I’ve been busy, Mother,” Tilleran said, adopting a more formal tone. “I have duties here. Things have been…unusual around here.”

“I don’t care if the ship explodes tomorrow,” Lia Tilleran snapped, not realizing that, in other realities, the Explorer actually had exploded already several times. Fate had just been kind enough to restore her to her previous condition. Tilleran wondered idly whether or not that would hold true for the duration of the Explorer’s mission.

“This discussion is over, Mother,” Tilleran muttered. “Call me back when you can be a little more civil.” She thumbed the channel closed, just as she saw J’hana glance in through the frosted glass windows beside the door to her office. Seeing Tilleran in there, the Andorian ducked through the double doors and entered the office.

“Are you busy, Imzadi?”

“Not at all. I just finished,” Tilleran said with a sigh, leaning back and crossing her arms.

J’hana stood there for a beat. “You are angry.”

“You’re damned right I am.”

“The anger drips off you like sweat. And not the good kind. The gross kind.”

“That’s nice.” Tilleran stared straight ahead, working her jaw back and forth thoughtfully.

“Well?”

Tilleran sighed again. “It’s not important. It’s trivial. Family matters.”

Jhana nodded. “You rarely discuss your family.”

“There’s nothing to discuss. We don’t talk much.”

“Perhaps you should rectify that.”

“That’s just the problem,” Tilleran said. “I happen to like having my parents at a distance. It….keeps things uncomplicated.”

“Family is important. I ritually attack a member of my family at least once a year. We have hot drinks afterwards. It’s titillating.”

“I love you, J’hana. But you’re bizarre. Even for an Andorian.”

J’hana bowed. “I’m pleased you think so.”

Tilleran turned away, staring at the readout screens on her wall, displaying live images of the Explorer’s various sensor feeds. “They want me to come to Betazed for the Crossover.”

“That sounds like fun,” J’hana said. “Are their hot drinks?”

“No. Crossover is a very serious tradition on Betazed. It signifies the passing of the family leadership role from one generation to the next. I’m the oldest daughter of the tenth house, so it falls on me to assume that role.”

“But you do not want to,” J’hana observed. “You’re not the family type.”

“That’s exactly it,” Tilleran said. “They can find someone else to lead the tenth house, for Rixx sake. Hire somebody. Let my sister Nekohl do it. I don’t care.”

“You have family obligations,” J’hana said. “You should honor their traditions. Take part in the symbolic ritual, then tell them you’re returning to the Explorer.”

“They’ll just try to convince me to stay. It’ll get ugly.”

“That’s why you’ll bring me. If negotiation fails, I will destroy them.”

“Thanks, Jan,” Tilleran said, leaning over and rubbing J’hana’s shoulder. “You don’t know how much it means to me, that you’re willing to kill my family for me. But I don’t think it will come to that.”

“Honor demands that you at least go to them and participate in this ceremony. You are a formidable woman, Ariel. You’ve never been one to hide from your obligations.”

“Not since I’ve had you on my side, at least,” Tilleran said distantly.

“As I’ve said. I’ll be coming with you.”

Tilleran thought about it for a long moment. She smiled. “All right. But you have no idea what you’re getting yourself into.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.”



Captain Baxter leaned back in his chair and smiled. Gosh, it felt good to be behind his desk again. He looked out around his readyroom. All of Vansen’s stupid certificates and artistic landscapes were pulled down. In their place, the Explorer crew sketch, various small-size, tasteful Dallas Cowboys Super Bowl action shots. His “Lieutenant Thomas Anderson” medal for Supreme Inventory Accuracy.

The office felt more like his again. On the end table, his models of the original Aerostar and Explorer sat. Not the dull, featureless models most captains had. These actually made sounds, and lit up. Useful for those times when he had to think about a mission, and could lose himself in thought for hours pitting the Explorer and Aerostar against each other in battle.

The door to his readyroom beeped.

“Come,” he said, looking up.

The doors opened, revealing Captain Vansen. She glanced at the small crate beside the door. “My belongings, I take it?”

“Yes,” Baxter said, gesturing toward the box. “I was very careful packing it. Unlike an incompetent captain, I took great care not to bend the edges on your certificates.”

“The true definition of command presence, for sure,” Vansen said distantly. She looked around. “You’ve certainly recreated your little hovel quickly, Captain.”

“Back to status quo,” Baxter said with a smile.

“And you actually think that’s a good thing?” Vansen laughed. “You have so much to learn, Baxter.”

“And so do you,” Baxter said, his eyebrows knitting angrily. “And, come to think of it, you’ll have plenty of time to learn. What was it? Twenty years?”

“Approximately,” Vansen said, not missing a beat. “I’m looking forward to it.”

“Better you than me.”

“You’re mistaken if you think I see this as a punishment, Baxter,” Vansen said. “I see this as sweet release. Starfleet has been nothing but a disappointment to me. The Federation has, too. They excel in the hiring and promoting of incompetents. How else do you explain the continued existence of the Explorer project?”

“Stupid luck?” Baxter offered innocently.

“Staggering ineptitude,” Vansen replied. “And I’m content to put as much space between myself and this hellish region of space as I can.”

“You’ll have no admiral to answer to for most of the trip. You’ll be your own boss. Nobody to fall back on if you get into trouble.”

“I. Look. Forward. To. It.” Vansen gritted her teeth as she leaned forward over Baxter’s desk.

“If you hate the Federation so much, why even stay?” Baxter said. “Why not quit? Join the Nybarite Alliance, or the Orion Syndicate? I’m sure they’re hiring.”

“Because I have hope,” Vansen said, and headed toward the door. “Hope springs eternal that, one day, by the time I return to this quadrant, the Federation will begin to make rational sense again.”

“Maybe,” Baxter said with a forced smile. “But don’t count on it, Vansen.”

“Oh,” Vansen said, standing near the door. “I almost forgot. I sent you a message this morning regarding the crew I’d be transferring aboard the Outlander.”

“Mmhmm,” Baxter said disinterestedly. He tapped up the list on his terminal. “Jeremy Gage. Naturally. Ryn Trista. Good choice. Koltz, Ayalla, Stone, and Collins. Fine, fine…”

Vansen smiled as Baxter’s eyes bugged out. “Lindsay Morgan! You’re taking our Transporter Chief!”

“I’ll see you in hell, Baxter,” Vansen said.

She picked up her crate, turned and stepped out through the opening doors onto the bridge. She stared around the bridge a moment, then ducked into the aft turbolift.

“VANSEN!” Baxter shouted at the top of his lungs.

As her lift descended, Vansen couldn’t help but smile.



Peterman stared into her cup of coffee, then out at the crowds passing by the patio on the first level of Ship’s Shoppes, directly in front of the recently-added Andorian Coffee shop, D’ahna’s.

“It’ll be okay, Kelly,” Counselor Ryn Trista said, sipping her Chai Tea with Zezztz blood. “You’re ready for this.”

“I don’t know,” Peterman said, sipping. “It still feels strange, sometimes.”

“It will for a while. But those times will be fewer and farther between,” Trista said. “Before you know it, you’ll forget your feelings of hostility, jealousy. All of those negative emotions that hold you back. You’ll move forward.”

“You’re right,” Peterman said. “You’re good at this.”

“First in my class at Federation University Counseling School,” Trista said with a smile, stretching back in her tight jumpsuit and letting her blonde curls unfurl down her shoulders. She glanced absently at the chronometer on the wall behind Peterman. “Prophets, I’ve lost track of time. I’ve got to be on the Outlander in an hour, and I haven’t even finished packing.”

“You’ll be fine,” Peterman said, as Ryn stood. “And you’ll do a wonderful job as the Outlander’s counselor.”

“Oh, I agree,” Ryn said. “I’ve no doubt of that. Same as I’ve no doubt you’ll be okay.”

“You know,” Peterman said. “When I came back to the Explorer, I think I was a little leery of you. I was a lot leery. But then I realized you weren’t trying to take my job. You actually wanted to help me, and, well…”

“Yes,” Ryn said. “I think we would have been friends too, given the time. But the Prophets have laid out a different path for us.”

“For better or worse,” Peterman said with a small smile, raising her cup to Ryn. “Good luck aboard the Outlander, Trista.”

“Yes,” Ryn said lightly. “See you in twenty years!”

“I don’t see how you can be so nonchalant about it,” Peterman said. “You’ll be away from the Alpha Quadrant for two decades! A lot can change in that time.”

“Most assuredly,” Ryn said, her eyes beaming. “But I have a chance to study personality development over twenty years. I’ll see conflicts, neuroses, outright mental disorders. Five thousand crew spending twenty years deprived of contact with any of the world they knew. It’s going to make for a fascinating study.”

“There’s job dedication for you,” Peterman said to herself as she watched Ryn walk away. “Five thousand people. How could they find five thousand people willing to run away from their problems for twenty years?” Peterman thought about that a moment, then quickly decided to think about something else.



“I wonder if we should have told them we were leaving,” Tilleran said, as she looked out the forward viewport of the runabout Passaic.

“I sent a message to the Captain,” J’hana said, leaning back in her pilot’s seat and putting her feet up on the runabout’s helm console. “We risked our lives and careers to help him save his wife. He owes us one. Besides, the ship’s on a drop-off run. They’ll be fine without us.”

“I guess you’re right,” Tilleran said thoughtfully.

“There are no more excuses, Ari,” J’hana said, and nudged Tilleran’s elbow. “Now then, we’ll arrive at Betazed in approximately thirty-two hours. That gives us just enough time for a thorough exploration of the aft compartment, and then a shower afterwards. Agreed?”

Tilleran glanced at J’hana, smiled. “Sure. I don’t see why not.”

J’hana whirled in her chair. “Right, then. Off we go!”



Captain Vansen met Lt. Gage as he was leaving his quarters, Starfleet-issue duffel in hand. “Ready?” she asked, genuinely smiling for the first time since she’d set foot on the Explorer.

“Yes,” Gage said, picking up step next to Vansen as the two headed for the transporter room. “I said goodbye to all my friends on the ship at the poker game last night.”

Vansen blinked. “You had friends on this ship?”

Gage nodded. “Parser. And Mick Cooley. Lisa. Fernando. Little Jim. Adriana, Felchstein, Barr, and Argulio.”

“Interesting,” Vansen said neutrally.

“Hal Simpson and Amanda Sinclair, too. And I can’t forget Shnarr.” Gage laughed to himself. “That Shnarr. What a character.”

“And there was a poker game?”

“Yeah, the weekly one. Down in Rec Room Four.”

“You were only on this ship for four months.”

“I know. I feel bad too, because I’m not going to be around for Dennison’s birthday.” Gage grinned. “It’s supposed to be a rager!”

Vansen shook her head. “When did you have all this time to make friends? Didn’t I work you hard enough?”

“You make time for what’s important, Captain.”

“Yeah, right,” Vansen muttered, still shaking her head as she and Gage walked into the transporter room.



“U.S.S. Outlander,” Captain Baxter said, stepping toward the front of the bridge as the massive Outlander swung into view on the main viewscreen.

It was massive. Surrounded by a framework of catwalks, the vessel cast an impressive shape. Her hull gleamed silver. She was long, daggerlike up top, but wide along the bottom, like a pregnant wale. But more graceful. She had a saucer/engineering configuration similar to other Starfleet ships, but everything was larger. The saucer itself, Baxter figured, was the length and breadth of the entire Explorer.

“It’s big,” Counselor Peterman said from her seat next to the command chair. She hadn’t wasted any time stealing her seat back from Vansen.

“Big?” Baxter asked, returning to the command chair. “It’s three times the size of the Explorer.”

“Big,” Peterman replied.

Baxter nodded. “No wonder Vansen wanted it. She always did have an inferiority complex. Now she has the largest starship currently in service.”

“Until they launch the U.S.S. Devastator.”

“That was only a model. They’ll never build that thing,” Baxter said, his spine tingling at the idea of a ship even larger than the Outlander.

“It has to be big,” Baxter said. “It’s going to be out there for twenty years.”

“Twenty years without hearing from Vansen,” Peterman said, biting her bottom lip. “It’ll be bliss.”

“Do you think there’s any chance we’re going to miss her?” Baxter asked.

“Are you kidding?” Peterman replied.

“Just want to make sure we’re on the same page.” Baxter looked around. “So where the hell is everyone?”

Lt. Dan Elton was at sciences, and Ensign Keefler was at tactical. Madera and Sefelt were up front at conn and ops, but were working quietly. Madera had yelled at Sefelt earlier about him leaving his uniform jacket draped on her chair, and Sefelt had broken down crying, so they weren’t speaking to each other at the moment.

“Who do you mean? J’hana and Tilleran?” Peterman asked. “Who knows. I saw them down in the mall this morning getting breakfast. But they left in a bit of a hurry.”

“They must be planning a welcome back party for me,” Baxter said with a smile. “They’re so thoughtful.”

“Yeah,” Peterman said, and glanced at the console beside Baxter’s chair. “Hey. You have a message.”

“Oh,” Baxter said. “I knew that.” He punched a control on the arm of his chair. He frowned as he read the message that scrolled across the tiny screen. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

“What is it?”

“Tilleran and J’hana went to Betazed. ‘Emergency family business.’”

“And they didn’t even tell you?”

“I guess they just did,” Baxter said. He sighed. “Well, I guess folks around here haven’t wasted any time going back to their bad habits now that Vansen’s gone.”

“They know there’s a passive-aggressive in command again,” Peterman said with a smile. “I’d say they’re relieved. Give them some time to unwind.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “I’m sure they could use a…” He wrinkled his nose. “Um…lover’s getaway.”

“Let’s not think about that, dear.”

“Speaking of lovers, and repression,” Baxter said, and looked around again. “What about Chris and Janice?” He tried not to make direct eye contact with Lt. Madera, who seemed to tense visibly and the mention of Richards’s name. Baxter was sure there was unfinished business between she and Richards, but was averse to getting in the middle of it.

Peterman sighed. “Chris’s temporarily lost the use of his lower body, and Janice’s taking care of him, remember?”

“I knew that. But Richards can still get around. It’s just incredibly painful and uncomfortable.”

“And I can’t seem to figure why he wouldn’t claw his way up to the bridge just to see this magnificent…” Peterman waved dismissively at the screen. “Big ship.”

“Still, she’s a beauty,” Baxter said, looking at the Outlander on the viewscreen. “Vansen’s a lucky woman.”

“Luckier than us?” Peterman asked, leaning in toward Baxter.

“Not on your life.” Baxter glanced back at Keefler. “Ensign…are Vansen and all her people off the ship?”

Keefler nodded. “The last group beamed off a few minutes ago, sir.”

“Then get us the hell out of here,” Baxter said. “Time’s wasting. We’ve got a vital mission ahead.”

“We’re delivering a shipment of frozen gourds to Ariadne Four,” Peterman said.

Baxter beamed. “Like I said. Vital! Lay in a course and energize, Madera. Maximum warp!”



“Christopher?” Browning asked, from the doorway to Richards’s bedroom.

“C’mon in,” Richards said, seated in his anti-grav chair, facing the viewport in his bedroom.

Browning stepped in with a tray, and sat it down on Richards’s bureau. “I brought you some lunch. Your favorite. Cheese sandwiches.”

“With extra cheese?” Richards asked, glancing back at Browning.

Browning nodded. “Of course.” She stepped toward Richards’s bed, sat down, and looked at him. “Are you okay, Christopher?”

“Yeah,” Richards said. “Except for the excruciating pain.”

“It won’t be for long,” Browning said, patting Richards’s shoulder. “I checked in on your new spine this morning. It’s replicating nicely. By tomorrow, it’ll be ready for implantation.”

Richards forced a laugh. “Ha. I guess that gives new meaning to the phrase ‘grow a new backbone.’”

“You could say that,” Browning said. She sat there looking at Richards for a moment. “You know, I really am sorry. About everything. I really didn’t mean to…”

“Cause me to fall to my near-death?”

“Well, to proclaim my love for you, you know, at such an inopportune moment.”

Richards laughed. “We’re all about inopportune moments, aren’t we, Janice?”

Browning chuckled. “Seems so.”

“Well…” Richards punched a control, swerving his chair around. “You’ve probably got a busy day to get back to.

“Not really,” Browning said. “I wanted to spend some time with you.”

“Funny,” Richards said. “I’m a captive audience.”

“That’s what your doctor tells me,” Browning said with a grin, leaning forward and touching Richards’s hand.

“You’re my doctor.”

“And don’t you forget it.”

“Speaking of doctors, the Doctor P’til show is on.”

“Mind-melds on live holovision,” Browning moaned. “What will Krinok think of next?”

“I think it’s rather brilliant,” Richards said. “I’d ask him for my writing job back if he hadn’t tried to kill me last time I saw him.”

“I can see how that would cause some hurt feelings,” Browning said, and grabbed the tray of cheese sandwiches, walking out into the living room, following Richards’s chair.

“Not that I plan on looking for other work,” Richards said, settling in front of the holovision as Browning sat the tray across his lap. “I’m glad to be back on the ship.”

“Even though, last we talked, you said you’d planned on being in the Breen Circus a while longer.”

Richards glanced up at Browning. “Plans change.”

“You’re telling me,” Browning said. “Something to drink?”

“Sluggo cola?”

“Make it two,” Browning said, and went to the replicator. She brought the drinks back and handed one to Richards, then sat down on the couch near him and drank from her own frothy glass as Richards activated the holovision screen.

“Anything else I can get you?” Browning asked as she sipped.

“No,” Richards said, as the screen flared to life. “I think I’m good.”



“This will be awkward,” J’hana announced confidently as she stood next to Tilleran in front of the arching door to the towering manorhouse, which overlooked the Shoshoria Falls on the stylish lower west side of Betazed’s third largest continent, Alpharon.

“I’m glad you’re going into it with an open mind,” Tilleran said as she punched the door chime.

“I have no choice but to go into it with an open mind,” J’hana growled. “You’re all a bunch of fwarking mind readers.”

“You knew what you were getting into when you signed on for this, Imzadi,” Tillrean said softly. “As a matter of fact, I believe it’s you who convinced me to go.”

“I do not regret that, Ari. I simply have…reservations about how your family will deal with…us.”

“There’s a reason we haven’t visited home since you and I….coupled.”

“A very good reason, I’m sure.” J’hana harrumphed. “I happen to know how your family looks upon relationships of this sort.”

“Yes, whereas Andor is a model of enlightenment.”

“You take that back,” J’hana growled.

“I was complimenting your planet. Sarcastically,” Tilleran said with a raised eyebrow, as the door creaked open.

A large grey-skinned man stood in the doorway, filling it fully.

“It’s been too long, Mr. Mohm.”

“He is massive,” J’hana said in a low, husky voice, looking up at the huge manservant.

“Don’t get any ideas,” Tilleran said, as Mohm gestured her and J’hana into the house. “Mohm doesn’t…couple.”

“A shame,” J’hana said.

<It’s about time, darling,> a voice said in Tilleran’s mind.

“Mother!” Tilleran called out. “Where are you?”

<Should it matter? We communicate easily enough this way. Perhaps we should keep to our own sides of the house. Perhaps that would prevent any unpleasantness that might come about as a result of this visit.>

<Stop it, Mother!> Tilleran thought-sent, squeezing her eyes shut. <And stop probing my friend!>

“Yes!” J’hana called out in the cavernous marble foyer, her voice bouncing off the walls. “If you’re determined to probe me, do it in person!”

“My, my, darling, look what’s become of you,” a sing-song voice said, and Tilleran glanced up to the top of the spiral staircase, watching Lia Tilleran make her way down. She was elegant. She had all Tilleran’s features. Pale skin, iridescent black eyes, and an angular, dancer’s body. Her long, dark hair was up in tousled curls though, much more adventurous than Tilleran ever wore her straight hair. And it had begun to show slight streaks of grey.

“I know. I’m pretty happy with it,” Tilleran said defensively.

“That’s sad,” Lia said, reaching the bottom of the steps and crossing over to Tilleran and J’hana. “And I see you brought your Andorian sex toy with you.”

“A pleasure,” J’hana said, bowing slightly. If she was offended by that comment, she didn’t show it.

Lia looked from Tilleran to J’hana. “Well, is this what you do instead of marrying Crellus? Copulate with offworlders?”

“That’s none of your business!” Tilleran snapped. “I can’t keep you from my mind. I realize that. But J’hana’s is off-limits.”

Lia licked her lips, turning to face the Andorian. “That’s such a shame. Her mind is fascinating. So brusque, so filthy. So sick in every possible way.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” J’hana said, bowing again.

“You’re a grave disappointment,” Lia said to Tilleran. “We had high hopes that you’d become CEO of Betamax one day. The firm’s mortgage portfolio has tripled in the last four years. Not that you care.”

“I’m happy for you, Mom, I really am,” Tilleran said. “But you know I never had any plans to come back here to work in properties.”

“Do you know Crellus’ firm is even more prestigious than ours? Century Twenty-Five owns a third of Betazed.”

“Crellus must be very pleased,” Tilleran mumbled.

“His estate is nearby,” Lia said. “He’s kept himself close. You know, just in case.”

“In case of what?” Tilleran asked. “In case I should change my mind?”

“You were promised to him, after all, dear. You do have a certain obligation.”

“I only have the obligation to complete this ridiculous ceremony,” Tilleran said. “Give me control of the house, if you want to, Mother. But it’s not going to change the way I live my life. I’m going to go back to the Explorer and continue my Starfleet career. And there really isn’t anything you can do about it.”

“Stubborn little wench, isn’t she?” Lia asked J’hana.

“Indeed,” J’hana said. “One of the reasons I adore her.”

“Well,” Lia said, tossing up her hands. “I’m constrained to abide by Betazoid tradition. You’ve got me backed in a corner, limkit. I can only hope you’ll come to your senses one day.”

“You can keep hoping. It’s not going to change anything,” Tilleran called after her as she headed back up the stairs.

“There’s some food in the pantry. Your room is as you left it. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go drink myself into oblivion,” Lia called over her shoulder, and disappeared up the staircase.

“I really like your mother,” J’hana said, looking around the foyer with approval.

“How I wish you were being sarcastic,” Tilleran moaned.



Captain Baxter whistled a merry tune as he rode the turbolift down to the residence decks. It felt so good to be back in command of the Explorer. With Vansen gone for good, he felt better about his life and his career than he had in a long time.

And not only was he back together with Peterman, but the close-knit group of friends he’d been in since the start of his captaincy on the Aerostar more than six years ago was finally coming back together. With Richards back aboard, he looked forward to resuming the good times of old. Him, Peterman, Richards, and Browning. It was all so right.

He stepped up to the door to Richards’s quarters and hit the buzzer, straightening his tunic. It was about time he paid a visit to his good friend, and now seemed as good a time as any. Baxter could check to see if the guy was on the mend, when he planned on being back to the work. Some small-talk. Some ice-breaking. Maybe Browning would be there. That would help smooth things over.

Baxter rocked back and forth on his feet. Nothing to worry about.

Except nobody was answering.

He plunked the buzzer again.

“Damn it,” Baxter said. “Computer, locate Chris Richards.”

“Chris Richards is in his quarters.”

“Hm. Computer, override the door. Authorization Baxter Sigma Alpha nine-nine-seven.”

“Override complete.”

The door swung open and Baxter walked in. The cabin was dark. Was Richards unconscious? Did he fall? Was he hurt?

“Chris!” he called into the dark.

“Andy?” Richards’s confused voice came from the bedroom.

Baxter turned and headed through the dark toward the bedroom. “Chris, I’m sorry if I woke you, but I just wanted to…”

Suddenly Baxter’s knee slammed into a chair, and he flopped to the ground, falling through the doorway into the bedroom and hitting the ground hard.

“Computer,” he grunted. “Lights!”

He looked up. There was Richards, pulling sheets around him. And there was Browning, sitting beside him.

“Christopher!” she shouted, grabbing some of the sheets and looking sheepishly at Baxter. “Andy, I…that is, we…uh, reunited.”

“I see,” Baxter said, covering his eyes. “That’s great. I’m happy for you kids.”

“Yeah. Maybe we could talk later?” Richards suggested.

“I love that idea,” Baxter said honestly. “Maybe like, in a week.”

“Oh, it’s no big deal,” Browning said.

“It isn’t?” Richards whispered.

“I’m just trying to make him feel better, Christopher! This is awkward!”

“I’ll just limp out,” Baxter said, his eyes still closed as he turned and grappled for a hold on the door frame. “Don’t mind me.”

“Thanks for stopping by,” Richards said.

“Don’t mention it,” Baxter said, then stopped at the door to Richards’s quarters. “Just one thing. Aren’t you like, immobile below the waist?”

“I’m a doctor, Andy,” Browning said. “I know what I’m doing.”

“Allrighty then. Bye-bye!” Baxter said and dashed out of the cabin, nearly tripping over his own feet to get out to the corridor.



“This was a huge mistake. I never should have come,” Tilleran said, looking out the window of her richly decorated guest room as the sun descended behind the Ashara mountains. The room was so much unlike Tilleran, and so much like the rest of her family. Stone and precious metals. A regal, velvety red bed. Crystalline arched windows. Such excess. Tilleran shook her head.

“I’m having a fine time,” J’hana said, leaning back on the bed, hands behind her head.

Tilleran grimaced. “That’s because you’re under the mistaken impression that my mother was flirting with you.”

“She is an impressive woman.”

“Please don’t make me nauseous,” Tilleran said, clutching her stomach. “I have to prepare myself for the ceremony tomorrow. Why am I even doing this? I’m leaving the planet as soon as it’s over! What good is it for me to be head of the house?”

“If Betazoids are anything like my people, then ceremony means everything,” J’hana said. “It’s not as important that you be here as it is that you go through the motions. Make a good impression.”

“So this is just for the benefits of my guests.”

“And your extended family,” J’hana said. “Don’t you think they’ll enjoy your Crapsupper?”

“Crossover.”

J’hana shrugged. “Whatever.”

“You don’t even know what Crossover entails, do you?”

“I haven’t given it much thought. But I assume there will be nudity.”

Tilleran sighed and sat down on the bed. “Not every ceremony on my planet is performed naked.”

“Now that,” J’hana said. “Is a shame.”

Then there was a knock on the guestroom door. “Come,” Tilleran said, looking at J’hana askance.

The heavy wooden door slid slowly aside, and a slim young Betazoid tepped in. J’hana’s antennae perked. She couldn’t be older than nineteen. She had long dark hair that was twisted into a bun atop her head, with whorls and tendrils falling down. She wore tight black pants that looked like shiny vinyl, and an equally tight latinum-inlaid top that showed off her…innermost thoughts.

“You must be Nekohl!” J’hana said, nearly tripping over herself getting out of the bed.

“We’re going out tonight, Umladi,” the girl said with a grin, without acknowledging J’hana’s presence. Tilleran groaned.

“Do we have to?”

“Mother demands it.”

“My,” J’hana said, walking toward Nekhol. “Ariel never told me she had such a beautiful sister.”

“I’m sorry, my mom said I’m not supposed to talk to you,” Nekhol said, turning to Tilleran.

Tilleran stepped in between J’hana and Nekohl. “I’m sure you’ll have fun without us, Nek.”

“Mom said you have to come,” Nekhol said. “Besides, when was the last time you went out dancing with your little sister?”

“I think she’s right,” J’hana said. “We must go out. Where should we go?”

“Well, there’s only one place in town,” Nekohl said. “The Marketplace.”

“Then we shall go,” J’hana said, elbowing Tilleran. “Isn’t that right, Imzadi?”

Tilleran rolled her eyes. “Fine, we’ll go. But I don’t think you’ll have a good time.”

“Dancing with two beautiful women?” J’hana asked. “Why wouldn’t I have a good time?”

“Because it’s all business,” Tilleran said.

“What?”



“Naked,” Baxter said, sitting at his desk in his readyroom, nervously tapping a padd on his desk.

Peterman sat in the chair opposite the desk, nodding thoughtfully. “So they were…”

“It wasn’t the heimlich maneuver, I’ll tell you that much.”

“And in Chris’s condition,” Peterman said. “Doesn’t seem wise.”

“Doesn’t seem wise for a lot more reasons than that,” Baxter said.

Peterman narrowed her eyes at him. “This doesn’t have anything to do with your…feelings for Janice does it?”

“No,” Baxter said. “I mean, I don’t have…that is…my feelings aren’t the issue here. As Janice’s friend, it’s my job to look out for her best interests, right?”

“Well, if she’s happy with Chris, isn’t that in her best interests?”

“Sure. But look at what’s happened. They broke up. They got back together. They broke up again. Chris proposed to another woman and left her in the altar. What, out of all that, suggests that they’d be happy together?”

“Isn’t that for them to decide?”

Baxter fumbled with his padd. “I suppose.”

“Sometimes the best way to handle a situation is to stay out of it,” Peterman said.

“No offense, honey, but that sure doesn’t sound like you talking.”

“Let’s just say I got some perspective while I was at Waystation.” Just then, the door bleeped.

“Come,” Baxter said.

The door opened to reveal Dr. Browning. “Andy, can we…oh, I didn’t realize Kelly was here.”

Peterman stood up. “I was just leaving.” She walked toward the door, smiling at Browning. “You guys chat. Catch up. I’m sure you’ll find something to talk about.”

“Yeah, thanks,” Baxter said.

“Just try not to kiss too much,” Peterman called over her shoulder as she walked out.

“Glad to see she’s over that,” Browning said with a small grin, and sat down opposite Baxter’s desk as the door closed.

“She’s made remarkable progress,” Baxter said. “Considering the way things were when we left her at Waystation.”

“Yeah,” Browning said. “Speaking of making progress…I guess we need to talk.”

“Say no more,” Baxter said, holding up his hands. “I think you and Chris should be free to make your own mistakes. I fully support a relationship between you two, and I am behind you one hundred percent.”

Browning cocked her head. “That wasn’t what I was going to talk to you about. I was going to tell you that you can expect Christopher to return to duty next week.”

“Oh. Um….”

“But now that you mention it, I wasn’t actually going to ask for your advice on me and Christopher.”

“Nor should you have.”

“Because it’s really none of your business, Andy.”

Baxter nodded. “I know.”

“Then why did you give me all that talk about being behind me one hundred percent?”

“Because…I am?”

“Was there any question of that?”

“No, not, um, really.” Baxter scratched the back of his head. “How about I just not say anything else…ever?”

Browning gave a small giggle. “I know what happened this afternoon must have made you a little uncomfortable. But think about how uncomfortable I was with the Madera thing. Think about how uncomfortable I was, and still am, with the situation between me, you, and Kelly. I’m sorry, Andy, but as far as discomfort goes, I’m afraid you don’t have the market cornered.”

“I didn’t mean to….that is, I uh…”

“I appreciate the sentiment, Andy. Really, I do. But I think that, considering what’s happened between us, the less advice we give each other on romance, the better. Don’t you agree?”

“Yeah. Yeah, good point.”

“Good, then. Lunch tomorrow?”

Baxter smiled as Browning stood up. “Sure. Count on it.”

“Good. And next time you want to visit someone, ring the door chime!”

“I did!”



“Truly remarkable,” J’hana said, trailing Tilleran and Nekohl as they made their way to the massive, spherical entrance to the metal-plated, glowy-light strewn building that was dubbed, in glowing neonygen, “The Marketplace.”

“It serves its purpose,” Tilleran said, twisting in her tight silver chemise and glittery matching pants. They still felt a little too tight.



“You look amazing, by the way,” J’hana said in a low, gutteral voice. “And thank you for replicating me the…tight coverings.”

“You’ll blend right in,” Tilleran said, as they pushed through crowds of Betzoids to get up to the entrance.

Tilleran tried hard to wall out all the voices. The “excuse me!”s, the “pardon me!”s, the “ow, that’s your elbow!”s, and the occasional “hey cutie, don’t I know you from somewhere?”

Telepaths, especially high-order ones like Tilleran, did not do well in crowds. But that’s what the Marketplace required, and there was good reason for that.

J’hana flexed her biceps and grinned as she looked down at herself, decked out in spare, strappy leather crop-top and impossibly tight pants. “I am hotter than the hive mother this evening, ladies. Allow me to show you the way to the dance floor.”

“You may want to follow our lead,” Nekohl said, glancing back at Tilleran. “Has she ever been to a place like this?”

“Safe to say she hasn’t,” Tilleran said.

“I have been to numerous dance clubs,” J’hana said. “I believe I could show you a move or two.”

“In any other circumstance, I’d say you’re right,” Tilleran said. “But this is different. This is the Marketplace.”

“Oh, I see, so this is an ‘exclusive’ club,” J’hana groused. “Well aren’t I impressed.”

“You’ll see what I mean when we get in there.”

A little more elbowing, and some well-placed shoves from J’hana, and the trio had made it to the expansive railed balcony overlooking the packed dance floor below.

“Welcome to the Marketplace!” a voice shouted in J’hana’s mind. Damn that telepathic broadcasting. Music pounded everywhere, but J’hana couldn’t figure out which she was sensing with her ears and antennae, and which she was sensing in her brain. It was a disorienting feeling.

“Tonight is the night for deals!” the tinny male voice crowed in J’hana’s mind. “Tonight the Emzini is up three hundred notctars. Fourzine is for sale at a million noctars quadrangrally, and for a limited time, in Zone F, you can pick up your very own Sementhicator, for a paltry ninety silarias!”

“They do an awful lot of selling here,” J’hana shouted to Tilleran over the music.

“That’s all they do!” Tilleran replied, as Nekhol disappeared down the stairs into the crowds below, gyrating her firm belly and slinking up against the nearest group of Betazoids. “I probably should have told you this earlier,” Tilleran continued, as J’hana gaped at Nekhol. “On Betzed, all business deals, including properties, are done on the dance floor. Because so much of Betazoid communication is nonverbal, it makes sense to use a more…physical… method to work out complex business agreements.”

J’hana continued to gape as Nekhol slung a leg around the waist of another unsuspecting, and similarly-clad, Betzoid woman and pumped vigorously with her hips.

“Nekhol, for instance, is trying to unload our property at 3321 Shanklin Way. Mother’s been trying to make that deal for years now. But since she popped an achilles last year, she hasn’t been able to wheel and deal like she used to.”

“I should say not,” J’hana said, scanning the crowd. There was such a vocabulary of movement. Grinding, shaking, thrumming of body upon body. It all excited her, but at the same time, confused her, because she had no idea what it all meant.

Tilleran lead J’hana down to the lower deck, where the dance floor was. She studied the movements of the crowd carefully. She pointed. “Dintartech stock just went through the roof! And I see Scram Kelbrun is up to his old tricks. He just sold a pallet of faulty waste reclamators.”

“He’s licking that woman’s ear!” J’hana exclaimed.

“Yeah. He’s asking for residuals.” Tilleran waved J’hana forward. “This way. Most of the properties people are over in Zone D. And be careful! Don’t dance with anyone yet. You may unwittingly sell the runabout.”

“I’ll be sure to watch my back,” J’hana said, glancing with admiration at some of the men and women on the dance floor as the thudding music continued its maddening cadence.

“Laraphi!” Tilleran exclaimed, throwing her arms around a compact, squat-looking Betazoid, who seemed about Tilleran’s age.

“Ariel! When did you arrive?” the woman, decked out in a screaming pink leotard, asked.

“Just this afternoon. Let me introduce you…this is my Imzadi, J’hana.”

“You and offworlders!” Laraphi said, throwing her head back and laughing. “You’ll never quit trying to upset your family.”

“That’s not why I’m with her. But that is a pleasant byproduct.”

J’hana bristled slightly. “J’hana, of the Ninth Hive. It’s a pleasure.”

“Ever danced for deals?” Laraphi asked.

“Not financial ones,” J’hana commented, looking around. “So how do you know what you’re selling?”

“It’s all in the telepathy,” Tilleran said. “And in your movements. Hip-thrusts generally open negotiations. A squeeze closes them. Licks raise the asking price. Petting lowers it. A leg wrap indicates extreme interest in a product. And so on.”

“Naturally,” J’hana said. She then pointed to a couple in the crowd, vigorously kissing all about the mouth, face, and neck. “What about those two people?”

“Oh. They’re just making out. This is still a dance club after all.”

“So what do your parents do?” Leraphi asked.

Tilleran glared at her. “Not everyone is so obsessed with their family titles, Leraphi. J’hana’s….”

“My primary parental pair used to assasinate high-ranking government officials for a living. They’ve since retired, but it was good work while it lasted.”

“That’s…great…” Laraphi trailed off. She turned to Tilleran, kissed her on the cheek. “That’s a little one-bedroom that went for sale on Akromby Boulevard. You may want to look into it.”

“I’ll try,” Tilleran said, rubbing her cheek as Laraphi moved off into the crowd.

“Gotta try to sell those one-bedrooms!” she called out as she disappeared into the dancing multitudes, finding a nearby man and ramming him vigorously with her pelvis.

“I take it you’re not having as good a time as you’d hoped,” Tilleran said, affectionately nudging J’hana.

“Not what I was expecting, but very intriguing,” J’hana said in a low voice.

“Well, Betazoid business is all about the unexpect…” a hand tapped Tilleran on the shoulder and Tilleran turned around. “Crellus!”

He threw his arms her and lifted her, squeezing. “Imzadi-to-be!” he called into her mind, strongly enough that J’hana could sense it too. “How I’ve missed you.”

“Put me down,” Tilleran said aloud, and he did. “What are you doing here?”

“Closing a deal on a development project in Sapsa City that will net me a cool billion noctars.”

“That’s great,” Tilleran said. “I’m glad to see life’s working out so well for you.”

“It’ll be even better once we’re married,” Crellus said, beaming.

“You’re persistent, I’ll give you that,” Tilleran muttered, as J’hana interjected herself between them.

“Aherm,” she said in a low growl.

“Crellus,” Tilleran said, wrapping an arm around J’hana. “You remember my Imzadi, J’hana.”

Crellus bristled at the use of the word. “Your ‘Imzadi.’ Yes. I recall seeing you at that talk show a couple years ago.”

“You proposed to her,” J’hana said. “She refused.”

“She refused you as well, I recall,” Crellus said. “That was shortly after you hit me with a bouquet of flowers.”

“No offense,” J’hana said tightly.

“None taken.”

Tilleran looked from J’hana to Crellus. “What do you want here, Crellus?”

“To speak with a childhood friend. Is that too much to ask?”

“I’m not a childhood friend. I was promised to you when I was two years old. We’ve barely spoken five times since.”

“But each time we’ve spoken, I’ve felt the magic.”

“I’m about to magically vomit,” J’hana muttered.

“J’hana, maybe you should go check out the rest of the dance floor,” Tilleran said, eying Crellus. “Let me and Crellus talk for a moment.” J’hana folded her arms, seeming rooted in place. “Really,” Tilleran said. “I’ll be fine.”

J’hana shifted from foot to foot for a moment, then disappeared off into the crowd.

“Remember not to dance with anyone!” Tilleran called out as J’hana walked away.

“Well,” Crellus said. “That J’hana seems like a nice guy.”

“She’s a woman,” Tilleran muttered, turning toward Crellus. “And she’s my Imzadi. And I’ll thank you to keep your probing mind OUT of my affairs, or I swear you’ll feel a telepathic backlash that will launch you into next week.”

“My, you’re fiery,” Crellus said with a grin.

Tilleran blanched. “In the last two years I’ve been replaced by a changeling and knocked into a coma by a cat. I have reasons to be moody.”

“No doubt,” Crellus said. “All the more reason to come back here.”

“No thanks,” she said. “I’m fine where I am.”

“On some space ship, in a dead-end job, running a sensor panel? Is that really what you want?”

“My job’s more complex than that.”

Crellus sighed. “Your mother is right. You’ve no idea what your potential is.”

“I’m happy with my potential the way it is.”

“I have a feeling you’ll think differently tomorrow,” Crellus said, and turned and walked away.

“What the hells is that supposed to mean?” Tilleran called after him as he disappeared into the crowd.



“Come in,” Richards said, swinging his hoverchair in front of the door to his quarters.

The door opened to reveal Captain Baxter, who glanced down at his friend. “Chris! Good to see you’re…clothed.”

“Yeah. That’s what happens when you bother ringing the doorchime.”

“Sorry about that,” Baxter said, as Richards pivoted his chair around and hovered over to the living room.

“Can I get you anything?”

“No,” Baxter said, moving over to the couch and sitting down. “Just wondering how you’ve been since the accident.”

“How I’ve been?” Richards asked. “Oh, I’ve been just fine. Except for the spine thing. And half my internal organs.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, suddenly twiddling his thumbs. “I can see how that would be a problem.”

“But Janice says I’m on the mend.” He glanced out the window.

“Yeah, about that…”

“I love her, Andy.”

Baxter nodded, taking it in. “I know. I do too.”

Richards looked at him.

“As a friend, as a friend!” Baxter said, holding up his hands.

Richards narrowed his eyes.

“Okay. You know there was some…difficulty. But that’s all behind us now. I want you and Janice to be happy. I do.”

“It’s not easy. This relationship stuff.”

Baxter leaned back. “You’re telling me. Kelly is still acting a little…weird.”

“Give her time.”

“Yeah. Same with Janice. I’m sure they’ll both be fine, in time. Then things will return to normal.”

“Yup,” Richards said. “I’m sure once Kelly and Janice sort out their differences, everything else will fall into place.”

“Because nobody else has any differences,” Baxter said.

“Least of all us,” Richards said.

“Yeah. We’re good, right?” Baxter gently punched Richards’s arm.

“OW!” Richards winced. “The bone is still mending.”

“Sorry. So, you think the doctor will clear you for a game of pool next week?”

“I think by then I’ll be up and around, yeah,” Richards said, giving a small smile.

“Good,” Baxter said, slapping his thighs. He stood up. “It’ll be nice to have my first officer back.”

“I’m not going to be your first officer,” Richards said.

“Well, what else could you be?” Baxter asked. “Chief engineer is already taken, and you know how Hartley…”

“I’m not going to be in Starfleet. I’m going to work on my art for a while.”

Baxter wrinkled his nose. “Your art?”

“Yeah. Starfleet was never a longterm answer anyway. It was just something to do.”

“You and Janice are so alike,” Baxter said, rubbing his chin.

Richards shrugged. “Well, the circus thing didn’t work out. But I think I have a real chance at creative expression. I can’t explore that if I’m busy being first officer. And this ship is all about exploration, isn’t it?”

“Guess so,” Baxter said, heading for the door. “Hmm. So now I’ve got to find a new X.O. Wonder if Kelly would want the job?”

“There are so many reasons why that would be a bad idea,” Richards said with a chuckle.

“Yeah,” Baxter said, and walked out, still shaking his head.



“Sharzz! That must be one complex transaction!” J’hana was admiring a particularly flexible Betazoid who was bending backwards and planting her hands on the floor, while a male Betazoid slid under her and hooked his legs around her waist. Then, J’hana suddenly she felt a broad and muscular chest rub up against her from behind.

She glanced over her shoulder. “I’m not interested in any properties, but thank you,” she said stiffly, then glanced up at the owner of the muscular chest. “You’re no Betazoid,” she said cooly.

The large, green-skinned man grinned broadly. “And neither are you.”

“I’m here with a friend,” J’hana said, turning to face the man, taking in his sparse, spiked leather outfit with appreciation. “And you?”

“Here with a lot of friends.”

J’hana’s antennae twitched. “A…syndicate full of friends, perhaps?”

The Orion put a hand on his expansive chest, looking absolutely taken aback. “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about. I represent a reputable business. The Law-Abiding Organization.”

“Really. And what kind of business are you in?”

“Finding things,” the Orion said. “Finding people. Are you interested?”

“I’m no telepath.”

The Orion shook his head. “I know. But I’m sure you’re adept in other areas.”

“More than you know.”

“Think about my offer?”

“No, I won’t,” J’hana said, and took a step closer, grabbing the Orion by the front of his coat, and shouted: “But if you don’t get your slimy green skin out of this establishment in the next thirty seconds, I’ll splatter you all over this fwarking dance floor!”

The Orion didn’t bat an eye. “Our pleasure, young lady.” He backed away, tapping a control on his wrist. “Selvis. Primar. We’re moving on to the next target. Meet me at the rendez-vous point.” And he pressed another control, and disappeared in a blue transporter shimmer.



J’hana clenched and unclenched her fists, nostrils flaring, as Tilleran approached.

“What was all that about?” Tilleran asked. “I could feel your hate from twenty meters away!”

“Orions,” J’hana spat. “Orions!”

“And?”

“There are…” J’hana looked around uselessly, angrily. “There are things I haven’t told you.”

“That much is clear,” Tilleran said. “Well, I for one am through here. Let’s stop somewhere and get a coffee. You can tell me…”

“Hey, Umladi!” Nekohl giggled, skipping up next to Tilleran and grabbing her arm. “Guess what I just did? I just sold a five-hundred unit housing complex in Hakabur City!”

“Wow. That’s great, Nekki,” Tilleran said. “You’re going to make Mom proud.”

“That’s the idea.”

“Yes,” Tilleran said. “Idea.” She thought about Nekhol as she turned to push her way toward the door to The Marketplace.

“Ariel! Ariel!” a voice called out, as J’hana picked up step next to her, still fuming.

“Laraphi,” Tilleran said, turning to see her friend jog up to her. “What’s going on?”

“I just got hired to a major consulting deal! Five point five grand noctars! For just six months of work!”

“What kind of work?” Tilleran asked.

“Finding people,” Laraphi said, and J’hana’s antennae shot straight up. “I’ve got to go to their ship and sign some papers tonight, so I’ll have to catch up with you later!”

“Yeah, good luck with that,” Tilleran said. “Stay in touch, okay?”

“Okay!” Laraphi waved, and Tilleran resumed her walk toward the door, still glancing sidelong at J’hana.

“We really need to talk.”

“Indeed,” J’hana said, shouldering past Tilleran and pushing her way out the nearest exit. “The Orion I spoke with told me something similar. That he was hiring people to ‘find people.’”

“Think there’s a connection?”

J’hana bristled as she stepped outside. “There’s always a connection. We need to investigate this matter. Your friend could be in grave danger.”

Before Tilleran could say anything else, she saw a green blur slam into J’hana and knock her on her feet. A hulking Orion loomed over her, with two others not far behind, advancing.

“What the hell was that?” Nekohl asked.

“Nothing. Get back in the club! Get security!” Tilleran called, waving Nekohl back. Obediently, her sister stepped back inside.

J’hana, meanwhile, easily tumbled from under her large attacker, flipping up into her famous “battle squat.”

Tilleran was more worried about J’hana’s assailant than J’hana, really.

The Orions closed in on J’hana. If they’d seen Tilleran, they didn’t care that she was there.

J’hana launched herself at the big guy, landing several kicks to his chest, knocking him backward.

“We’ve got a message for your captain, blueskin bitch!” the large Orion bellowed, grabbing J’hana by her arm and lifting her off the ground.

“You have a gripe, take it up with me, greenskin!” J’hana growled, twisting out of the Orion’s grasp.

“Troyan, we were told to keep a low profile!” one of the other Orions said between clenched teeth.

“This needs taking care of,” Troyan roared, and backed J’hana up against the club’s wall. “Now you tell your captain he’s being watched. And that when the time is right, we’ll have him, and everything his father worked for will be safely in Orion hands. Got it?”

J’hana looked up at the Orion, running her arm over her bruised lip. “Yes. Now I have a message for you: SHARAZZZI! I swear by the Hive mother, you will die at my hand!”

And she launched forward in a whirlwind of kicks and punches that sent the Orion stumbling backwards into his accomplices, and sent them both down in a heap.

Somebody must have requested beamout, because the pile suddenly vanished, leaving J’hana alone and punching the ground.

“Enough!” Tilleran ran up to her and lifted her by her shoulders. “J’hana, it’s over!”

Finally, J’hana seemed to calm, and looked up at Tilleran, suddenly seeming downright placid. “We need to return to the ship. Captain Baxter is a marked man. He deserves to know. And I must be there to protect him.”

“We’ll call him on subspace tonight. Then we’ll leave first thing in the morning.”

“That is sufficient. But first we go for coffee.”



Captain Baxter yawned and slipped out of bed, gently rolling Peterman aside and sliding his legs around. “Baxter here. What is it?”

“Subspace message from Betazed, sir. It’s J’hana,” the voice of Ensign Adam Keefler said over the comm system.

“Pipe it through to my desk,” Baxter said, and tiptoed out to the living room, leaning forward on his desk and punching a control on his monitor.

J’hana’s face appeared there, Tileran standing nearby. “Captain,” she said. “I’m sorry to wake you.”

“What is it, J’hana? You didn’t break the Prime Directive again, did you?”

“Not that I know of.” J’hana glanced at Tilleran. “Sir…you should know, we saw some Orions here tonight. They delivered a message, quite soundly, for you.” Baxter wondered why J’hana was rubbing her jaw.

“For me? That’s weird. What is it?”

“You’re being watched. And they’re going to capture you.”

“Eh, I’ve had death threats before.”

“This is the Orion Syndicate, sir. One doesn’t take their threats lightly.”

“Good point. Mind taking care of this for me?”

“I’ll pursue the matter, Captain,” J’hana said. “But there’s one other thing.”

“Yeah?”

“They said something about your father. About everything he’s worked for falling into Orion hands. Does that make sense to you?”

Baxter blinked. “Nope. I think it’s just a scare tactic.”

“My thoughts exactly. Fear not, sir. I will be back on the ship tomorrow afternoon. I will see that you don’t come to harm.”

“I never had any doubt, J’hana,” Baxter said with a smile. He tapped the channel closed, and his smile disappeared. He stood there, staring at the blank terminal screen for a moment.

“Andy?” Peterman asked groggily, standing in the doorway and shrugging on her robe. “Is everything okay?”

“No,” Baxter said. He collapsed into the chair at his desk. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of this sooner. Everything my father worked for. I should have known…”

“Should have known what?” Peterman stepped up, put a hand on Baxter’s shoulder.

“I can’t talk about it,” Baxter said. “Not yet.”

“Andy,” Peterman said, watching as Baxter stood up and headed back to the bedroom.

“I said I can’t talk about it!”



“You still haven’t told me why you hate the Orions so much,” Tilleran said, standing by J’hana at the front of the main ballroom of the Tilleran estate the next morning, as family members milled about, preparing for the Crossover. She was still groggy after a fitful night and little sleep. Really, it was J’hana who was fitful. “As a matter of fact, you’ve said next to nothing since we left the club.”

“I’ve had much to ponder,” J’hana said.

“About the Orion Syndicate?”

“Among other things.”

“Why do you hate them so much? I mean, besides the fact that they’re an evil, militant crime organization?”

“Oh, that? They killed nineteen of my cousins.” J’hana leaned back on her feet and glanced around idly, as if picking targets from around the room. “But that wasn’t what I was thinking about. I’m wondering why they want the captain so bad.”

“I’m sure they have their reasons.”

“But I want to know them.”

“I’m sure you’ll find out.”

“Yes,” J’hana said.

“Ahem. Ladies and gentlemen!” Lia said from the podium at the front of the room.

“Here we go,” Tilleran said with a sigh.

“You still going to recommend your sister for the job?” J’hana whispered.

“If my mother will let me. Knowing her, she’ll have some sort of gripe about it,” Tilleran muttered.

“I said…AHEM!” Lia snapped, glancing down from the podium at Tilleran. “This is an auspicious occasion. Today, I get to witness my daughter, the pride of my family, take over our Betamax.”

Tilleran glanced up at Lia, whispering, “Mom, about that…”

“Hush,” Lia said under her breath, and grinned out at the gathered Tilleran family members. “I’d like the new head of our house to step forward and claim her rightful place. Give a big Betamax welcome to…”

Tilleran rolled her eyes.

“Nekohl Tilleran!”

“WHAT?” Tilleran’s eyes went wide.

“Weren’t you going to suggest that?” J’hana whispered.

“Yeah, but…”

Nekhol emerged from the audience and stepped up to join Lia at the podium.

“Thanks, everyone,” she said, to booming applause from the extended Tilleran family. “I have so many people to thank for this, I don’t even know where to begin…”

“Make it quick,” Lia said between clenched teeth.

“I want to thank my mother!” Nekhol giggled, then stuck her tongue out at Tilleran.

“Oh, for providence…” Tilleran muttered, covering her face with her hand.

“Let’s have dessert!” Lia announced, and stepped down from the podium.

“That’s it?” J’hana asked. “That’s your big, extravagant, weird alien ceremony? An announcement, clapping, and dessert?”

“You were expecting a bloody consecration?” Tilleran asked.

“Mister Mohm, cut the cake!” Lia announced as she walked by Tilleran, who quickly grabbed her arm and pulled her aside.

“What the hell was that, Mother?”

“What was what?”

“Nekhol?”

Lia smiled. “I am, or was, the head of this house, dear. Naming my successor was my decision.”

“But she’s a nineteen year old girl!”

“And a far better businesswoman than you’ll ever be.” Lia smirked. “Plus, she’s got much better hip flexibility, and she actually wants to be here.”

Tilleran rolled her eyes. “Mother, you brought me all the way to Betazed just to embarrass me, didn’t you?”

“Why do you ask?” Lia said with an innocent smile.

“You’re sublimely hateful,” J’hana said, standing behind Tilleran. “I love that about you.”

“Don’t encourage her!” Tilleran snapped, glaring at J’hana. She turned back to her mother. “I cannot believe this. And I cannot believe I fell for it.”

“Well, no sense wasting time feeling sorry for yourself. Now that you’ve lost out on becoming head of our house, marrying Crellus is really your only option.”

“No,” Tilleran said. “I have another option. Going back to the Explorer.” She glared over at the cake table, where Mr. Mohm was busy carving slices of cake, and a beaming Nekohl was licking her lips. “WITHOUT dessert.”

“Aw,” J’hana grimaced.

“Suit yourself, darling. But you really shouldn’t be a poor sport. Congratulate your sister.”

“I’ll send a card.” Tilleran stared at her mother with dark eyes. “J’hana, we’re leaving. Right now.” The Betazoid turned on her heel and walked toward the door.

“Send my regards to that ship of yours,” Lia called after her. “It’s all you have now, dear!”

“Rot in the hells, mother!” Tilleran called back over her shoulder.

J’hana glanced around awkwardly at Lia, and some of the other gathered family members. “Nice meeting all of you. Anger, violence, bloodshed and lies. Reminds me a little of my family.” Her antennae fell slightly as she looked around. “Um, if it’s not too much trouble, can I take a slice of cake? To go?”



THE END.



NEXT:



The last several months haven’t been easy on Andy Baxter. True, he’s managed to patch up his marriage, and retake command of the Explorer, but there’s still a matter of a missing father, and mounting evidence that someone wants to capture him. Now that he knows that it’s the Orions, what’s he to do with that information? What anyone else would do, of course. That’s right, it’s time for a flashback to Starfleet Academy. Confused? Wait till you read the story. Just when you thought it was safe to go back to the command chair, the Backtracking begins!




Backtracking



U.S.S. TRACKER



Captain Anna Kimmel leaned up from her bed and blinked tiredly at the spinning Federation symbol on the viewscreen in her quarters.

“What is it?” she asked, shielding her face from the light.

“We’re being hailed by an approaching ship,” the voice of Commander Barry Lowenthal, Kimmel’s first officer said, as Kimmel slowly swung her legs out of bed. “Looks like an independently registered Federation freighter. They claim they’ll only talk to you.”

“Don’t I feel special,” Kimmel said. “This isn’t like last month when you had a Bolian stripper beam over from a supposedly wounded transport ship, is it?”

“I promise you it’s not,” Lowenthal said with a chuckle.

“Good.” The petite, almost elfen, captain grabbed her robe off its nearby hook and slid it on, tying it at the waist. “Put them onscreen, whoever they are.”

The viewscreen came to life, and a smiling, bespectacled face looked back at her.

“Anna,” the man smiled. “I’m so glad to see you.”

“Alvin Ficker,” Kimmel said, trying to mask her grimace. “What are you doing way out here in the Kyatra Sector?”

“I’ve come to see you, Anna,” Ficker said.

“Me? Why?”

“To interview you for my talk show.”

“You have a talk show?”

“It’s on Z band, frequency 11908, on Tuesday nights,” Ficker said, looking a little dejected.

“Sorry. I don’t watch much holo-vee.”

“You’d like my show, I’m sure. Anyway, I have a viewership of millions. And they all want to know about you.”

“They do? Me?” Kimmel pushed her reddish-brown hair behind her ears, which was about as far down as it reached. “Why would they want to know about me?”

“Because you’re a Starfleet Captain. And you rose from mediocrity, from a career that looked like it was on the way down the tubes, to a position of authority on a powerful Starfleet ship. It’s a feel- good story.”

“First of all, Alvin, thanks, but Nova-class ships aren’t exactly the most powerful ships in the fleet. They’re science vessels. Second of all, you should really probably interview Andy.”

“Baxter,” Ficker spat. “Not a chance.”

“Will the two of you ever just put your differences behind you?”

“I tried to kill him. Then I left him to die on an exploding ship, then I embarrassed him and his crew in front of the entire quadrant on my show. What do you think?”

Kimmel rubbed her chin. “I think I’m getting why you’ve come to interview me.”

“As always, my motives are completely transparent,” Ficker said with a widening grin as he leaned forward. “So you’ll do it?”

Kimmel shrugged. “Sure, I guess. Beam over.”

Ficker wasn’t her favorite person, but in a way she felt sorry for him.

Anyway, what was the harm?



U.S.S. EXPLORER



Counselor Kelly Peterman stared over her foamy coconut lattee at her husband, who seemed intent on a padd on the patio outside Space Tastes. Steffie was sitting in her high chair, slapping her hands in some tapioca pudding and tossing it aimlessly at crewpersons who passed by. Peterman gave a passing thought to stopping her, but felt that might squelch her independence and creativity.

“Anything interesting there?” she asked softly.

Baxter didn’t look up. “Just some reports I’m going over.”

“Have you picked a first officer yet?”

“I’m going to ask Lieutenant Commander Tilleran. She has seniority. I know she doesn’t want to leave sciences, but she’s the only qualified senior staff person.” He looked up with a small smile. “Other than you, of course. But I know you wouldn’t want the job.” He looked reluctant. “Right?”

“Relax, Andy,” Peterman said, reaching across the table and touching Baxter’s hand. “I wasn’t asking because I thought you’d give the job to me.”

Baxter looked back down. “Good. Anyway, I’d rather not bring in anyone new. There’ve been enough changes around here, wouldn’t you say?”

“No doubt.”

“It’s time we got back to basics,” Baxter said, still reading.

“I agree.”

They sat there another few moments.

“Seconds? Thirds?” Doctor Janice Browning asked, stepping out of the restaurant carrying a plate heaping with steamy toasted bagels.

“We’re fine, thanks,” Peterman said.

“Okay,” Browning said, and put the tray down on a nearby table. “If you see anyone walk by, offer them bagels.”

“Sure,” Peterman said distractedly, still looking at Baxter.

Browning slipped off her apron and slung it over her arm. “I’m going over to Christopher’s. I want to check on his new spine.”

“Do you usually make house calls?” Peterman asked.

“Only on special occasions,” Browning said, and bit her lip a little. She shook her head. “Anyway, I’ll catch up with you guys later. Have a great day!”

Peterman waved at Browning as she walked off, and returned her gaze to Baxter. “Andy, why won’t you talk to me?”

“We were just talking.”

“I mean REALLY talk to me. Why won’t you tell me what’s been going through your mind the last three days.”

“You know me. Dumb old Captain Baxter. Nothing goes through my mind.”

“Vansen’s been gone nearly a week, and her insults continue to echo.”

“Pity she won’t be around to witness the triumph of the echo over the insult,” Baxter said with a grin, looking up.

“Pity,” Peterman said. “Now talk to me.”

Baxter sighed. “This isn’t the place, Kelly.”

“Where is the place? You’ve barely said a word to me in the last three days. All you do is sit in your readyroom. Sit at your desk. You’re constantly on some comm channel or another. Something’s going on, and I deserve to know what it is.”

“Yes,” Baxter said. “You do.”

“So will you tell me?”

“I’ve been planning on it.” He looked around. “But we’ll do it back in our quarters. I’d like to keep this from any of the major news sources.”

“Do we have to leave separately to make sure we aren’t followed, like in those old movies?” Peterman asked with a giggle.

Baxter stared at her. “That’s not very funny.”

“I thought it was.”



“I’ve got to find my father, and I’ve got to tell him that the Orion Syndicate is on to him,” Baxter said staring out at the stars streaking by the viewports in their cabin, as Peterman set Steffy down on her Starfleet-issue “action mat,” a sparkly, quilted star chart that Browning had given her on her first birthday. She loved crawling on the big fluffy starmap, but seemed to spend most of her time curled up around the Klingon Empire. And, for some reason, she kept spitting up on the Cardassian Union.

Peterman walked up to join Baxter, resting a hand on his shoulder. “On to him for what? I thought you didn’t know why your Father had disappeared?”

“I didn’t. Until J’hana commed. And then it all began to make sense. And now I know exactly why he’s disappeared.” He turned to face Peterman. “I’m such an idiot. I should have known. I should have seen it!”

“Should have seen what?” Peterman asked. “You’re not making any sense.”

“I’ve been trying to find the Orions that J’hana met up with on Betazed. I’ve called in some favors, talked to some contacts at command and in Internal Affairs. I thought maybe if I could track down the ship that J’hana mentioned, the people who knew my name, who knew about my father, that I might get one step closer to finding him.”

“You’re planning on leaving, aren’t you,” Peterman said. “Were you even going to tell me?”

“I’ve got to go,” Baxter said, and began to pace. “I’m not dragging the Explorer into this. I just got back command, and I’m not going to turn around and do something stupid like risk the lives of everyone on this ship just on my foolish whim.”

“Why not?” Peterman asked. “You’ve done it before.”

Baxter took Peterman’s face in his hands and pulled her forward into a hug. “I’m sorry, honey. After all we’ve been through, you’d think I’d learned my lesson about not being completely open with you.”

“At the least,” Peterman said, a little taken aback at how hard Baxter was squeezing.

“You have to trust me. Trust that I know what I’m doing.”

“That would be easier to do if I knew what you were doing. Remember that bit about husbands and wives talking about everything?”

“This is…bigger than that.”

“Bigger than….” Peterman looked up at Baxter. “Bigger than us?”

“Bigger than us, this ship, this sector, this quadrant.” Baxter stared up at the ceiling. “This is ridiculous.”

“You’re just now getting that?”

He turned away. “I have to tell you. I have to explain.”

“So far I’m in total agreement,” Peterman said, stepping up behind Baxter.

“But where the hell do I begin?”

“Try the beginning,” Peterman said, and gestured to the couch, where Baxter walked, and slumped down. Peterman sat beside him.

“The beginning,” Baxter said, and laughed dryly. “The beginning was a long time ago.”

“Before we met?”

“Before I left Starfleet Academy,” Baxter said. “Actually, it goes back to my first day at Starfleet Academy.”

“Your first…” Peterman said. “This has something to do with Alvin Ficker, doesn’t it?”

Baxter sighed. “Well, he was my first-year roommate. But you’re right, this does have to do with Ficker. And Lord, I wish it didn’t…”



“Is this the right room?”

Cadet First Class Andy Baxter looked over the padd he was reading and brightened. “This is C-106. You must be…”

“Alvin Ficker,” said the eager-looking cadet in glasses, stepping into the room, setting down his duffle bag and walking over to shake Baxter’s hand.

Baxter stood and shook the cadet’s hand. “Well, it’s nice to finally meet you. It’s been boring here the last couple of days. Classes haven’t started yet, I haven’t managed to get out that much.”

“Well, that’s all going to change,” Ficker said. “The way I figure it, we are going to one day be the toast of the campus, you and me.”

“You really think so?” Baxter said, sitting down on his bed, as Ficker sat down on the twin bed on the opposite side of the cabin.

“I make friends easily,” Ficker said, and opened up his duffle. “Here. I brought something for you.”

Ficker tossed a jar to Baxter and he caught it, reading the label. “Romulan jam?”

“Yeah. My dad is governor of a colony near the neutral zone.”

“Impressive,” Baxter said, raising an eyebrow. “My dad is Assistant Chief of Internal Affairs.”

“Really?” Ficker replied. “Well, then. It’s genetic. We’re destined for greatness.”

“We may even be captains one day.”

“Yes, great captains,” Baxter chuckled. “Everyone here says that.”

“But we’re going to do it, my friend,” Ficker said. “And you know how?”

“I haven’t a clue,” Baxter admitted.

“Teamwork.”

“Sounds like a plan,” grinned Baxter, and he shook Ficker’s hand.



Much later that evening, Ficker and Baxter wound up in Boothby’s…a cafe off the central quad that cashed in on the wisdom of the Starfleet Academy gardener. Boothby had been trying to sue them over naming rights for years.

Both cadets slumped into a booth, downtrodden and covered in jam.

“But I brought some for everyone,” Ficker moped, wiping a dollop of jam off his cheek. “I thought the jam would be a sure way to get us in good with the other cadets!”

“But they didn’t really seem like the jam-eating type,” Baxter said. “Why couldn’t you have scrounged up some Romulan ale or something? THAT would have gone over wonderfully.”

“My dad won’t let me HAVE Romulan ale,” Ficker said ruefully.

“Too bad,” grumbled Baxter.

“Well, this doesn’t necessarily mean we’re totally screwed,” Ficker said. “I’ll just have to try to think of another way to snuggle up to the other cadets.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t bother trying to snuggle up to them,” suggested Baxter.

Ficker was studying a screen that was inset in the table, scrolling some of the events that were scheduled for the cafe in the coming weeks.

“Look at this, Baxter,” Ficker said, pointing at the screen. “One cadet is going to have a coffeehouse night here. ‘Beans from Around the Galaxy.’ That kind of sounds fun.”

“Coffee-tasting is a stupid idea. What kind of cadet would be that interested in coffee? Anyway, it won’t go over any better than jam. We need to get our fellow cadets good and drunk if they’re going to respect us at all.”

Ficker folded his arms. “I prefer to take the high road.”

“Well I prefer to be liked,” muttered Baxter.

“Our first day as roommates, and already we’re having deep philosophical differences,” Ficker mused.

“Oh, I’m sure we’ll find a common ground,” Baxter said, as he heard the door to the cafe whizz open, and turned to see who was coming in.

“Hmm,” said Ficker.

“Yes. Definitely…‘hmm,’” said Baxter, as he watched a smallish girl with a certain…pixielike…quality, not to mention the pips of a first- year cadet, walk timidly into the cafe.

She was gorgeous.

Not in the normal way. No, she didn’t have long legs, or long, beautiful flowing dark hair, or a particularly curvy figure.

She was petite, almost scrawny. Her hair was bobbed about her ears, which poked through the hair in a sort of elflike way, and her eyes were iridescent green.

Baxter knew at that moment that this was the woman he would marry.



“WHAT?” Peterman exploded, leaning up. “For Pete’s sakes, Andy. I should have guessed this would be about a woman. AGAIN. But you had the nerve to say you thought you’d marry KIMMEL! This is the woman that can’t fly her starship out of a paper bag, isn’t it?”

“Captain Kimmel is doing the best she can,” Baxter said defensively. “Besides, I hadn’t met you yet. I can’t be punished retroactively for a comment I said in the past!”

“No, but you can be punished for repeating the comment now.”

Baxter smiled weakly. “I love you, Kelly, and I always will.”

“Yeah, that whole broadcast it to the galaxy thing only works once, buddy.” She folded her arms. “This story better get interesting…FAST. And it better not end like the one with that Section Thirty-One person, Ashley Donovan, with you two having sex.”

“Trust me, sex was the last thing I had on my mind,” Baxter said.



“She is the most radiantly beautiful person I have seen since I came to campus a week ago,” Baxter said, barely able to stop his mouth from being gaping, as he and Ficker looked on.

“My sentiments exactly,” Ficker said.

“This is a problem,” Baxter said.

“I’m not sure I see what you’re getting at,” replied Ficker.

“I think you know.”

“I really don’t.”

“Can I get a bagel?” They both heard the girl ask the man at the bar for the bagel and immediately turned their attention to her.

“Excuse me,” Ficker said to Baxter. He dashed out of the booth. “Would you like some jam with that? I have a jar, all the way from Romulus!”

“No you don’t,” Baxter grumbled to himself and hurried after Ficker.

“Thanks anyway,” the female cadet said. “I prefer cream cheese.”

“I’m Alvin Ficker,” Ficker said, taking her hand. “And I absolutely ADORE cream cheese!”

Baxter elbowed Ficker aside and smiled sheepishly. “Cadet First Class Andy Baxter. Reporting for duty as your friend.”

He heard Ficker make a gagging sound but screened him out.

“Well,” the cadet said, wide-eyed. “I must admit, I’m surprised. I haven’t made very many friends here so far.”

“You have two now,” Ficker said before Baxter could.

“I didn’t catch your name,” Baxter said, still trying to somehow inch a bit closer than Ficker to their newfound friend.

“Kimmel. Anna Kimmel.”

“Anna,” Baxter said. “That’s a beautiful name.”

“You know where it comes from?”

“The Sumerian goddess Inanna,” Ficker said quickly, butting Baxter aside.

Baxter stared at Ficker, shocked. “WHAT? Where do you come up with this crap?”

“Good guess,” Kimmel smiled. “So what are you boys doing tonight?”

Baxter resisted the urge to tell her “Whatever you want,” and instead said, “Oh, nothing.”

“I was going to go to Spock Library to study for a little while.”

“I REALLY need to study,” Baxter said.

“Classes haven’t even started yet,” Ficker said.

“That doesn’t mean you can’t get a head start,” Baxter said, and took Kimmel’s arm. “To the library, where we will read long, and prosper!”

“What about my bagel?”

“I’ll get it!” Ficker said, grabbed the plate right out of the waiter’s hand and rushed after Baxter and Kimmel out the cafe door.



Peterman glanced over at the chronometer on the wall. “Is this story going somewhere anytime soon? Stephanie will need to be fed again soon…”

“I know she will,” Baxter said. “But if I’m going to explain this to you, you’re going to need the whole story.”

Peterman sighed. “I’ll take your word for it. Go on…”



“I had no idea Vulcan had such a long and boring history,” Cadet Baxter said, scrolling through the terminal next to Kimmel. On the terminal on the opposite side of Kimmel, Ficker was looking up chemical compounds involved in the fabrication of deuterium.

“I heard that’ll be a fun class, though,” Kimmel said. “There’s a field trip to Vulcan. You get to climb the steps to Mount Selaya and everything.”

“I hear it’s just a tourist trap,” muttered Ficker.

“You’re signed up for Vulcan history, right?” Kimmel asked Baxter.

“Yup,” Baxter said, and leaned past Kimmel to give a “thumbs up” to Ficker, who showed Baxter a different finger.

“I’m sure that’ll be a fun field trip,” Ficker said. “You know, I’m getting a bit tired. I think I’ll get back to my quarters for a little nightcap. I just happen to have some Romulan Ale stashed under my bed.”

“Okay,” said Kimmel. “Have fun.”

Baxter tapped some commands into his terminal, which immediately shot over to Ficker’s terminal: “I THOUGHT YOUR DAD WOULDN’T GIVE YOU ANY ROMULAN ALE!”

“I LIED,” Ficker typed, then turned to Kimmel. “Care to join me?”

“DAMN YOU FICKER!” Baxter typed.

“I don’t really drink,” Kimmel said, “but thanks.”

“HA HA,” Baxter typed, and Ficker tossed a padd at him. It thunked Baxter in the eye and he fell face-first into his terminal, banging his head in the process.

“Whoops,” Ficker said. “I don’t know how that got away from me like that.”

“Oh dear,” Kimmel said, standing and grabbing Baxter’s arm. “We’d better get you to the infirmary.”

Baxter grinned as he winced and rubbed his eye, Kimmel ushering him away.

Ficker seethed.



“Thanks for coming with me,” Baxter said, holding Kimmel’s hand as the nurse on duty at the Leonard McCoy Campus First Aid Station ran a tricorder over him.

“Not a problem,” Kimmel said.

“What’s that?” asked Baxter.

“Just an expression. One of the seniors in my building says it all the time and it kind of stuck on me.”

“Ahhh.”

“You’re okay,” the Nurse said, and slapped Baxter on the back. “I’d keep off that eye for the next couple days if I were you, though. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a meatloaf cooling in the replicator.”



“Please tell me that nurse wasn’t Janice,” Peterman said. “I don’t think I could stand it if this story got any more complicated.”

“No,” Baxter said. “The nurse was nobody. Well, nobody important to the story. ANYway…”



Kimmel walked Baxter back to his room and they stood there by the door for a few moments.

“Well,” Baxter said. “Thanks again for coming with me.”

“Not a…prob…um, don’t mention it.”

“Well,” Baxter said, facing Kimmel as they stood by his door. “Guess that just about wraps things up.”

“Yeah. I’ll talk to you soon though, okay?”

“Okay.” Baxter leaned forward with eyes closed and lips pursed, then opened his eyes to see Kimmel walking away.

“Good night!” she called merrily over her shoulder. She hadn’t even seen him make the move.

Downtrodden, Baxter unlocked the door to his cabin and walked in, right past Ficker, and into the bathroom, where he planned on soaking in the tub until the next morning.

Baxter closed the bathroom door behind him, and he could hear Ficker thud against it.

“What happened?” his muffled voice asked.

“Nothing,” Baxter replied. “You happy?”

“Not at all,” Ficker’s voice replied, but Baxter could tell he was smiling just by the sound of his voice. “Listen, Baxter. One of us should actively try to date Anna. We’ll look desperate if we both clamber after her, and neither of us will get her!”

“Aren’t we desperate? Pete’s sake, Ficker, we ALREADY look desperate.”

“Says you,” Ficker harrumphed.

“Just go to sleep. We’ll talk about it in the morning.”



“I’m starting to see where this is going.” Peterman leaned forward, took Baxter’s hands. “Let’s face it. You were never the forward type.”

“I’d like to think I’ve become more aggressive as I’ve gotten older.”

“You apologized the other night during sex when we bumped elbows.”

Baxter blanched. “Yeah. Sorry about that again.”

“So Anna was just the earliest example of such,” Peterman said. “I can accept that. We often think of loves that were never meant to be. Sometimes those are our fondest memories.”

Baxter narrowed his eyes at Peterman. “You’re sounding less like my wife and more like my counselor now.”

“You deal in your way, I’ll deal in mine.” Peterman leaned back and crossed her legs. “Now then, continue, Captain.”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “Right…”



Ficker was gone when Baxter woke up.

He hadn’t known the young cadet for very long but he knew that could only mean one thing.

Baxter jerked on his gray uniform and hurried out of his quarters to find the Boothby Cafe crowded, and to find Ficker and Kimmel sharing an omellete in the back corner booth.

Baxter walked up, cleared his throat.

Kimmel looked up from her plate and smiled. “Andy! Morning! Pull up a plate and grab some omellete!”

“Yes, please do,” Ficker said from between clinched teeth.

“Well, I guess I’ll just scoot in, if you all really don’t mind,” Baxter said, and scooted in right beside Kimmel. Ficker’s eyes bulged.

“Don’t you have class in ten minutes?” Ficker questioned.

“Who knows,” Baxter said giddily, and dug into a hunk of omellete.



Baxter did indeed have class in ten minutes, and was consequentially late due to breakfast with Anna and Ficker. Command Strategies…taught by Mister Tuvok.

What a hard-ass. The man reamed Baxter out about how his lateness was illogical. Baxter spent the rest of class with his nose buried in a padd, as Tuvok rattled on about the needs of the many, the needs of the not so many, and whatnot.

As Baxter filed toward the door with the rest of the class, Tuvok waved him over to the front desk.

“Cadet. A word, please.”

Baxter skidded up next to Tuvok, trying not to look eager to leave, even though he was. He was supposed to meet Kimmel at the Campus Outfitters to buy hiking gear. She’d coaxed him into going to the Annual James Kirk Memorial Hike in Yosemite National Park.

“Yes, Mister Tuvok?”

“I have noticed you lack a certain…focus…during class. Perhaps you are preoccupied.”

“Yes, well…I am, if you really want to know. You see, there is this other cadet, and I kind of like her, but my roommate…”

“That was not a question, Cadet, it was a statement. May I ask why you signed up for Command Strategies?”

Baxter straightened. “Well, because I want to be a captain.”

Tuvok raised an eyebrow. “Indeed.”

Baxter didn’t like the impassive look on the Vulcan’s face. “Why, you have a problem with that?”

“Commanding a starship requires focus, dedication, time management, and a sharp mind. All of these seem to be lacking in you, cadet.”

“Were you ever a captain?”

“I hardly see the relevance.”

“You weren’t, were you? What are you, a Lieutenant Commander?”

“Lieutenant, actually. That is not the point.”

“So why ARE you teaching Command Strategies?”

“I have led several away teams and often commanded the bridge in my long Starfleet career, Cadet. Again, this is beside the point. We are talking about your future.”

“Well, I’m going to be a captain. That’s all there is to it.”

“Stubbornness alone will not enable you to achieve your goal.”

“There was another cadet here, long ago, who wasn’t that good at his studies, but who had the tenacity to get the job done. His name was James T. Kirk.”

“On the contrary, James Kirk was an excellent student.”

“Thanks for the words of encouragement, Mister Tuvok, but I have to be going.”

“If you are looking for advice, might I suggest dropping this class?”

“Might I suggest…” Baxter began, then mumbled something about Tuvok’s parentage under his breath and darted out the door.

He hoped, for his sake, that Vulcans didn’t have great hearing.



“How’d you get to be a captain again?” Peterman asked.

Baxter glared at her.

“Nevermind. Please, please. Continue…”



Once Baxter had arrived at the Campus Outfitters, Kimmel had already come and gone, or so said the attendant.

Baxter quickly scooped up some gear, had it put on his account, and returned to his dorm room to find Ficker showing Kimmel how to properly buckle the belt of her backpack, with his arms all draped around her waist.

“Well, look, it’s Alvin ’n Anna!” Baxter said cheerily.

“Alvin wanted to come with us on the hiking trip,” Kimmel said. “So I told him it’d be okay if we made it a threesome.”

Baxter’s mouth dropped. He looked at Ficker. “You CAN’T be serious.”

“In the hiking sense, Andy. The hiking sense.”

“Oh,” Baxter groaned. “Well. That’ll be nice.”



It was, in fact, NOT nice.

It rained all day in Yosemite National Park, and the sun was shrouded in grey-black clouds.

By evening, the lights from the far-off Event Staff shuttlecraft grazed through the woods several klicks away at the end of the course, as rain and muck came down all around Baxter. It seemed to him as though it was raining mud instead of nice, clean water.

“Isn’t this fun?” Kimmel asked, trudging beside Baxter along a high-up ridge that was replete with towering trees.

On the other side of Baxter, Ficker kept pace, looking just as miserable as Baxter.

“I’m having the time of my life,” moaned Baxter. “I can’t tell you how glad I am that I came with you!”

“Can someone tell me WHY we’re doing this?”

“To celebrate the accomplishments of one of Starfleet Academy’s FINEST graduates,” Kimmel replied.

“Kirk,” Ficker said. “He’s overrated.”

“WHAT?” demanded Kimmel. “He saved this planet! A couple of times!”

“He was in the right place at the right time.”

“Speaking of,” Baxter said, struggling to keep up with Kimmel and Ficker. “Are you guys sure we’re following the right trail? I haven’t seen another cadet for over an hour.”

“The map doesn’t lie,” Kimmel said.

“Can I see the map?” Baxter asked.

“It’s in my pack. Just reach in and get it.”

Baxter reached behind Kimmel and dug around in her pack. “I’m feeling clothes, a tricorder, a phaser…no padds.”

Kimmel stopped walking. “I’m sure it’s back there somewhere.”

Ficker and Baxter both dug into the back of her backpack, yanking clothes and supplies out left and right. No padd.

“Okay, the joke’s over,” Kimmel said, mud streaming into her face as she stared at Baxter and Ficker. “Which one of you has the map?”

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

“Thank goodness they made us leave our comm badges at camp,” muttered Baxter.

“It’s supposed to make us rely on our tracking skills alone, just like we’d have to do if we were on an alien planet and separated from our ship,” explained Kimmel.

“We wouldn’t have maps, either,” Ficker said. “That’s why I threw the map into a ravine about a kilometer back.”

Baxter and Kimmel turned on Ficker.

“WHAT?” demanded Kimmel.

“COME AGAIN?” Baxter shrieked, his voice raising a few more octaves than he would have liked.

“When we make it to the peak before all the other cadets, we can brag that we did it WITHOUT a map. We’ll be the toast of our class.”

“I don’t WANT to be the toast of my class!” Kimmel shouted. “I just want to get THROUGH the COURSE!”

“You’ve really screwed us now, Ficker!” Baxter growled, shoving Ficker with both hands.

“Don’t push me!” Ficker snapped, swiping at Baxter with his hand. Baxter bulled into Ficker, knocking him on his rear.

“BOYS!” Kimmel cried out with her tiny voice.

With a strained grunt, Ficker rolled Baxter off him and got back to his feet. Baxter did likewise, just in time for Ficker to knock Baxter off- balance with a stiff kick to the gut that sent him reeling backwards towards an outcropping of rocks that overlooked a long drop onto a steep slope, that led a good 100 meters into the valley below.

Baxter tumbled back onto his rear end and rolled over, grabbing a rock with one hand as his legs dangled over the 10-meter drop to the sheer slope below.

Ficker jogged over. “Oh, Andy, I’m sorry! How did it come to this!”

“Get me up, Ficker!” Baxter cried. Kimmel ran over too.

Ficker knelt down and grabbed Baxter’s hand. Kimmel grabbed his other hand.

“Don’t worry, roomie,” Ficker said sweetly. “I wouldn’t dream of letting you fall.” Then he let go. “Whoops. Slipped!”

And Baxter fell.

The unfortunate byproduct of that was that the diminutive Kimmel, who was about half Baxter’s husky weight, tumbled right along with him.

“Damn,” muttered Ficker, as the two cadets’ cries diminished in the wet night, and they tumbled out of view into the darkness.



“Bridge to Baxter,” came the voice of Ensign Keefler.

“AND?” Peterman asked expectantly.

Baxter glanced up. “What is it, Ensign?”

“The Passaic is on approach, sir. Lieutenant Commander Tilleran and Lieutenant J’hana are aboard.”

Baxter’s eyes moved. He seemed to be making a decision.

“Bring them in and then set a course for Orion space. The Insrigar system. Engage at maximum warp as soon as the Passaic’s aboard.”

“Sir? Aren’t we supposed to be delivering cargo to the Bersallis belt?”

“You heard me, Ensign.”

“You’re going to confront the Orions NOW?” Peterman asked.

“No time like the present.”

Peterman nodded. “I get that. But what do the Orions have to do with this admittedly lovely Starfleet Academy story?”

“Because they think they’re after me. But the one they really want is Anna….”



Captain Harlan Baxter puffed on his cigar, then took it out, and leaned forward in ihs chair as he stared at the muddy, battered pair of cadets across the desk from him.

“Again, Dad, I’m sorry,” Baxter said, sinking a little in his chair.

“Boy, I don’t want to hear excuses. I got pulled out of an important meeting with the Commander in Chief because my boy fell down a ravine and had to be fetched by an academy shuttle.”

“They really didn’t need to pull you out of the meeting for that,” Baxter said, shifting in his chair.

“Yeah they did,” Harlan said, and puffed again on his cigar. He stood up. “Your mother was worried sick about you.”

“Did they have to recall the Legerdemain from its expedition?”

“No. I told her I’d handle this.”

“Handle what, sir?” Kimmel asked meekly.

Harlan turned his back to Kimmel and stared out the window overlooking the Starfleet Command presidio. “Cadet Kimmel, will you excuse us?”

“Gladly,” Kimmel said, and hopped out of her seat, nearly tripping over her own feet to get out of the office.

“She’s nice, isn’t she?”

Harlan turned on a heel to face Baxter. “What the hell do you think you’re doing boy?”

“What do you mean?” Baxter asked, shrinking back a bit.

“With this girl Kimmel?”

“I like her. She’s….she’s, I dunno. She’s kind of clutzy. But she’s sweet. Sincere. Just the kind of girl I’m looking for. I feel like we have so much in common. I just want to get to know her better. I want to…”

“Well you can forget about it,” Harlan said flatly, and sat down.

Baxter blinked. “What?”

“You’re not to have a relationship, of any kind, with Anna Kimmel. Am I clear?”

“But…why?”

Harlan leaned forward, his eyes dark and resolute. “Because I gave you a f***ing order, cadet. Yours is not to question why.”

“Do and die, yes, sir,” Baxter said, and stood, rigidly at attention.

“I’m sorry, son,” Harlan said, softening a bit. “Look, I realize you feel a connection to that girl. Probably something you don’t understand. But know that when I tell you that no relationship with you and Anna Kimmel can ever happen, I’m saying it for your own good.”

Baxter nodded, but still didn’t understand.



“WELL?” Peterman repeated, gripping a pillow and squeezing it for all she was worth.

“Well, that’s what brings us to now. To the reason the Orion Syndicate wants Kimmel, and not me.” Baxter turned to face Peterman, inching toward her. “Now what I’m about to tell you, you’re going to find a little hard to swallow. And believe me, I did too at first.”

“It’s okay, Andy,” Peterman said, gripping Baxter’s hands. “Just relax and get it out. We have all the time in the world here…”

Baxter nodded. “Well, you see…Captain Kimmel…”

Suddenly, the Explorer shook, and Red Alert klaxons wailed.

“All senior staff, this is Ensign Keefler. We’re under attack. Please report to the bridge. Like, now!”

“To be continued,” Baxter said, and bolted for the door.

“Damn right it will be. Wait up!” And Peterman raced after him.



Alvin Ficker sat next to Anna Kimmel on the couch in Kimmel’s readyroom, smiling broadly into the holocam.

“Roll it, Sam,” he instructed his cameraman, who leaned up and pressed a button on the headset he wore.

“Rolling, whatever that means,” Sam muttered.

Ficker turned to Kimmel, effecting what he called his “concerned face.” “Now then, Anna. You’ve been a captain for what, a year now?”

“Almost a year and a half,” Kimmel said, with a touch of pride.

“Hasn’t gone quite like you expected, has it?”

Kimmel cocked her head. “Well, there have been some…bumps…sure, but…”

“You ever think Starfleet dropped you in over your head?”

Her eyes widened. “No! I mean, sure, sometimes I screw up. But I try my best. And at the end of the day, I think I’m a pretty good captain.”

“So does Andy Baxter,” Ficker scoffed. “And look at him.”

“He IS a good captain,” Kimmel said, glaring at Ficker. She looked at Sam. “Cut the feed. I’m not going to do this anymore.”

“I think you’re taking this all rather poorly, Anna,” Ficker said in a soothing tone.

Kimmel folded his arms. “I thought you said your viewers wanted to know about me. You called it a ‘feel-good’ story.”

“And it will be. But first we have to lay the foundation. Explain what a failure you’ve been.”

“A failure…”

“And then we’ll show how, in the end, you’re so much more than everyone thought you’d be.” Ficker’s eye twinkled as he pointed back at Sam. “Roll it, Sam.”

Kimmel shifted in her seat, wondering, not for the first time, if she’d made a mistake agreeing to this interview.



“Report,” Baxter said, as he and Peterman filed out of the turbolift.

“Orion frigates,” Keefler said, tapping at his panel. “Three of them. They must have masked their warp signatures within the radiation of a nearby solar flare.”

“I don’t care how they got here. I want to know what they’re doing here besides…” Baxter steadied himself on the railing around the command chairs as Explorer shook. “Besides kicking our asses!”

“That seems to be it at the moment,” Keefler said, as Tilleran and J’hana filed out of the opposite turbolift.

“I didn’t even get to unpack,” J’hana muttered.

“Take your frustrations out on the Orions,” Baxter snapped, and headed down to the command area. “All power to shields and weapons. Return fire. Helm, evasive maneuvers.”

“Aye, sir,” Lt. Madera said from helm.

“Do we bother trying to talk to them?” Peterman said, looking to Baxter.

“No point,” Baxter said, and turned to Tilleran. “Tactical view, on screen.” Tilleran threw the sensor feeds up on the viewscreen.

The three, squat, orange, blocklike vessels swarmed down on the Explorer like pregnant locusts, firing rapidly.

“One ship would be a fair match,” J’hana said. “But three to one gives them a distinct advantage.”

“You thinking retreat?” Baxter asked, glancing over his shoulder.

“Am I ever?” J’hana asked archly.

“Good point. Fire everything!”

“On it!”

The Explorer rained down quantum torpedoes on the nearest Orion frigate, blowing its warp nacelle off, then ripping a hole in its side, venting gasses and debris. Another shot and the vessel exploded in a white fireball that rattled the deck under Baxter’s feet.

“Continuous fire. All weapons. Come about and execute strategic maneuver Baxter Alpha….crap…I forgot the name of it.”

Madera glared back at him.

“Sorry! I’m really out of practice with this stuff. Just make something up, guys!”

The bridge crew worked feverishly as the Explorer pitched.

“Hartley to bridge,” came the call Baxter had been expecting since the first shot was fired. “We’re taking a hell of a beating down here, sir. Care to get us out of this mess anytime soon?’

“No. Find more power from somewhere and reinforce the shields,” Baxter said. “We can’t run. They’ll just keep chasing.”

“Orion bastards,” J’hana cursed.

“Is there something you’re not telling us?” Peterman asked.

“Please,” Tilleran said. “Don’t get her started.”

“Shields weakening, sections twenty-six, one, fourteen, and thirty- seven. And keep your mouth shut, Imzadi!”

“Did you say Section One?” Baxter asked, looking back at J’hana.

“Yes, among others. Did you also miss the snarky comment I made to Tilleran?”

Baxter braced himself as another shot rocked the ship. This one felt closer. Like, right at the bridge.

“Shields buckling all over,” J’hana said. “All hands, battestations! Prepare for boarding parties. Remember the clasped-fist fighting style. It’s mandatory!”

Baxter walked up to the helm, put his hand on the back of Madera’s chair. “Susan, put some space between us and the Orions. Then come around for another…” His voice trailed off as he felt the familiar buzz of a transporter beam locking on to him.

“FWARK!” J’hana cursed, slamming her fist into her console.

“Stop them, J’hana!” Peterman shouted. But he was gone before she could even finish her sentence.

“Both ships are moving off,” Tilleran said. “They’re going into warp!”

J’hana’s hands flew over her panel, uselessly firing at the vessels as they zipped away.

Peterman stepped toward the center of the bridge, looking around. “Well don’t just sit there, people! Pursuit course! Engage!”

Madera ran her hands over the controls, just as the helm console erupted in a shower of sparks, throwing her out of her chair to the deck, and other panels similarly exploded all around the bridge.

“We’re not moving,” Tilleran announced, looking over the readings on her console.

“Hartley to bridge!” came the once-again angry call of Lt. Hartley. “Whoever hit us, they hit us damn hard. Warp relays are shot. We’re looking at four to six hours repair time. Don’t come down here to interrupt me unless you want your face handed to you. Hartley out!”

Peterman stood there at the center of the bridge, catching her breath, looking around, as Tilleran stepped down to help Madera up.

“Medical team to the bridge,” Tilleran said. “Minor burns and lacerations, and a few injured extras.”

“Take us to warp as soon as the engines are fixed,” Peterman said to Ensign Trent Layne, the relief helmsman who’d been working the auxiliary engineering station, and who’d taken Madera’s seat when she’d been tossed out of it. “Stay at red alert. J’hana, shoot anything that moves out there.”

J’hana stood at tactical, seething, staring at the viewscreen in disbelief. “They took him! Twice, in two years, my captain was taken right out from under me. I should die for this.”

“Kill yourself later, J’hana. I need you right now,” Peterman said, and headed to the nearest turbolift.

Tilleran looked up from Madera’s side, following Peterman with her eyes as she stepped into the lift. Peterman could tell the Betazoid was keying on her emotions. Sympathizing, more than anything else. “Counselor…do you want me to take the conn?”

“Yeah,” Peterman said. “For the moment. Deck nine!” And the turbolift doors closed.



“Your neural receptors are firing perfectly,” Browning said, looking up from her tricorder and closing it as Richards, decked out in his blue, Starfleet-issue medical recovery pajamas, leaned up from his chair and into her arms.

“I feel silly…with you helping me around.”

Browning squeezed him. “You don’t have to. I’m your doctor. Just think of it as therapy.”

“You have better things to do.”

“Not at the moment,” Browning said. “How are you feeling? Do you have…sensation everywhere?”

“A little tingly. And stiff.”

“You ll want to take it easy,” Browning said, easing him across the room and into the chair by his desk. “Don’t overdo it with the walking.” She patted him on the back. “And NO full-contact sports for at least a month.”

“Damn,” Richards said. “And I just know Andy will be asking me to play lacrosse with him next week.”

“Resist the temptation.”

Richards smiled up at Browning. “You know I was never good at resisting temptation.”

“Well, try.”

Just then, the doors to Richards’s quarters chimed.

“Come,” Richards said, looking to the door as it slid open and

Peterman rushed through. “There you are, Chris. I’ve been looking for you,” she said breathlessly.

“Why?” Richards asked.

“You’re needed on the bridge, immediately,” Peterman said. “Didn’t you guys hear the red alert sirens? The ship being pummeled?”

“We aren’t exactly essential personnel anymore,” Browning said. “What’s the matter? Breen privateers again?”

Peterman shook her head. “Orions. They took Andy.”

Browning’s eyes widened. “WHAT?”

“Yeah. Look, there’s a lot to explain.” She turned to Richards. “I wouldn’t be asking you this if I had any other choice, Chris. But we need you. The captain’s gone, Hartley’s fixing the engines. You’re all we’ve got.”

“Tilleran or J’hana would be better,” Richards said, turning away. “I was never cut out for command. You and Andy know that.”

“Andy must have thought differently,” Peterman said, kneeling next to Richards. “He made you his first officer two years ago. And he needs you now more than ever.”

Richards looked from Peterman to Browning.

“Even if he wanted to come back, Christopher needs a couple more days to recover,” Browning said. “I don’t want him overdoing it.”

“Let me worry about that,” Richards said, and leaned up.

Browning took a deep breath, realizing she wasn’t going to be able to talk Richards out of this. “Fine. But it’ll be easier for you to get around if you have your doctor nearby.” She walked up behind Richards, taking hold of his arm as he walked toward the door.

“There’s still a chair up there for me, isn’t there?” Richards asked as he limped by.

She nodded as she followed him. “There always will be, Chris.”



“Thanks for coming,” a voice said, as Baxter looked up at the big, broad-shouldered man striding into the brig. The man was Orion, for sure, and wore a well-tailored black suit that complemented his green complexion well. He gestured around the room. “Welcome aboard the Salazar. My flagship. Not too ostentatious, is it?”

Baxter was laying on a flat shelf, in a small cell, on some ship he could only guess was one of the Orion frigates. Problem was, nobody had been very forthcoming about what he was doing there since he was beamed directly into the cell. Matter of fact, nobody had come in to speak to him, until now. “I hope you’re comfortable. We’ve spent a long time preparing for your arrival,” the Orion added.

“I didn’t exactly have much choice,” Baxter said, rolling off what the Orions laughingly must have called a bed. “As I recall, you beamed me off my ship.”

“We doubted you’d come voluntarily.”

“That’s actually not quite true.” Baxter stepped toward the forcefield. “I don’t know who the hell you are, but I was just about to come looking for you. You saved me the trip.”

“Excuse me,” the man said with a regal bow. “How rude of me not to introduce myself earlier. I’m Noyo Potsran.”

“Doesn’t ring a bell.”

“You obviously don’t follow organized crime.”

Baxter shook his head. “Only when I gamble on sporting events.”

“That’s a shame,” Potsran said, and paced in front of Baxter’s cell. “But I assume you have heard of the Orion Syndicate.”

“In passing.”

“Good. Then I’ll save you the backstory.”

“And that is?” Baxter asked. “Oh, wait a minute. I know. You want me to look the other way while you sell some shoddy stembolts to unsuspecting Yridian merchants.”

“You know why we’re here, Captain. So let’s stop yarffing around,” Potsran said, breathing hard through his nostrils as he eased himself around to face Baxter. “Why don’t we just talk, man to man.”

“You’re lucky, Potsran. I’m in a sharing mood,” Baxter said. “What’s on your mind?”

“I think the question is, what’s on your mind?” Potsran laughed.

“I don’t get it.”

“You will soon,’ Potsran said.”Of course all of this would be easier if you just told me what it is I need to do. How I…activate it.”

Baxter leaned back in his cell, clasping his hands behind his head. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Thought you said you were in a sharing mood.”

“Not about that,” Baxter said. “Now, let me guess, you’re going to send some thugs in to torture me until I talk,” Baxter muttered, leaning back on his cot.

“Nope,” Potsran said. “We have other ways of finding out what we need to know.” He tapped a control on his wrist. “Vilso, have the Betazoids report to the room next door and ask them to do their thing.”

“You’ve got it, boss. They’re on their way,” a thick voice replied over the comm.

Baxter leaned up and sprung to his feet. “You have Betazoids.” It all made sense now. That’s what the Orion boss was doing on Betazed. Finding himself some living, breathing divining rods to help him find what he was searching for. What he, probably much in the same way his father had been, had become obsessed with.

“You can’t trust Betazoids,” Baxter said, stepping toward the bristling security field. “They’re not one hundred percent reliable.”

“Just be glad I’m not using Vulcans,” Potsran said dismissively. “I hear mindmelds can be kind of uncomfortable, if you know what I mean.”

Baxter squinted his eyes shut, trying to think of a way to block off his mind. “Potsran, this won’t get you anywhere.”

“Won’t it? I figure, use a half a dozen Betazoids, and you can’t go wrong,” Potsran said. “Just one, maybe you’re right. But six? If even half of them find out what I need to know, they’ll all be worth their weight in latinum.”

“How did you get them to agree to this?” Baxter asked. The average Betazoid was peaceloving, and didn’t cotton well to using mental telepathy against other species.

“How do you get anyone to agree to anything?” Potsran snorted. “I bribed ’em. And they signed a contract agreeing to a mindwipe after all this is finished. Neat and tidy.”

“You thought of everything,” Baxter said. He turned to face the wall behind him. “But I bet you didn’t think of this!” He quickly started slamming his head against the wall.

“What the fook are you doing?” Potsran asked.

Baxter continued slamming his head into the wall, quickly feeling dizzy and lightheaded. “The smartest thing…I can think to do…I’m losing consciousness…”

Five minutes later, Baxter flopped to the deck, out cold.

Potsran chortled. “You’ve got spaceballs, Baxter. But I’ve got patience. And one way or another, we’ll find out what you got in that head of yours. I’m betting it’s a lot more than you think. A whole lot more. And it’s going to make me a rich man.”



“Thank God this thing has a back-massager built in,” Richards said as he eased into the command chair. He pushed a control on the chair arm, then frowned.

“What’s wrong?” Browning asked, sitting down in the chair next to him; what was usually the first officer’s chair.

“It’s offline,” he muttered. “Damn, the Orions really did hit us hard.”

Tilleran looked up from her station. “The good news is Hartley just reported in. We’ll be back up and running in a few minutes.”

Peterman was sitting in her usual seat (the seat at the left of the command chair that she’d reclaimed as soon as Vansen had left). “Good. The sooner we get on our way, the sooner we find Andy.”

“We’ve got to report this to Starfleet,” Richards said. “There may be some other ships in this sector. The Tracker’s not far, and there may be others nearby, too.” He glanced back at J’hana. “Are long-range communications running, Lieutenant?”

“Yes. One of the few things the blasted Orions didn’t knock out.”

“What’s her problem?” Richards asked.

“Besides the obvious? Don’t ask,” Peterman said.

“Raise Starfleet. Who’s in charge again, Woodall?”

Peterman nodded. “Ever since Andy’s father took that leave of absence.”

“He’s a good guy, if I remember right,” Richards said, staring at the viewscreen.

“Commodore Woodall is responding,” J’hana said.

“Put it on-screen,” Richards said, leaning forward.

The wizened face of Jack Woodall appeared on the viewscreen. “Who the hell are you?” he demanded. “And why are you in your pajamas?”

“Commander Christopher Richards, sir. I’m second in command.”

Woodall looked at a monitor off-screen. “Says here you’re ‘inactive.’”

“I was just reactivated. After having some minor…spinal surgery.”

“On whose authority?”

“Mine, sir,” Peterman said meekly.

Woodall blinked. “Aren’t you the ship’s counselor?”

“Yes,” Peterman said. “And I certify him ready for duty!”

“Me too!” Browning said.

“And you are?”

“Part-time doctor, full-time restauranteur, sir,” Browning said, giving a little salute.

“I’ll be damned,” Woodall said. “Vansen’s gone less then a week and the place is already a madhouse again.”

“With all due respect,” Peterman said. “It’s been a madhouse the entire time. Trust me.”

“Sir, we called with some important matters to discuss,” Richards said. “Our captain has been kidnapped by the Orion Syndicate. Counselor Peterman tells me this may have something to do with Admiral Baxter’s disappearance. We believe the Orions may be trying to use Captain Baxter to get to his father.”

“To what end?”

Richards shifted in his seat. “We’re not sure.”

Woodall turned in his chair. “I’ll put Starfleet Intel on it. Continue on your original mission delivering cargo to the Bersallis Belt, and we’ll let you know what we turn up.”

“Sir?” Richards said.

“Frankly, son, I’m not about to let a circus freak, a loopy counselor, and a restauranteur get into a fray with the Orion Syndicate.”

“Loopy?” Peterman asked.

“You forgot, I’m a part-time doctor too!” Browning protested.

“Loopy!”

Richards stared at Woodall a long moment. “Sir, respectfully, I’m not about to leave my best friend to the mercies of the Orion Syndicate.”

“Were you under the impression that there was a choice in the matter, son?”

“There’s always a choice,” Richards said. He glanced back, wincing a bit. “J’hana, where’s that cargo?”

“Cargo bay six.”

“Evacuate the bay and vent it to space,” Richards said, turning around to face Woodall again. “There. Our cargo just got delivered.”

“Son, you have no idea what you’re getting yourself into. The smartest thing you could do is back the hell off and let the professionals handle this.”

“This job doesn’t call for professionals, Commodore. This job calls for the Explorer crew. We’ll be in touch. Richards out.”

“Now wait just–” Woodall snapped, as he disappeared from the viewscreen.

“Looks like your new spine is working perfectly,” Peterman muttered.

“In more ways than one,” J’hana said, licking her lips in wonderment at Richards’s assertiveness.

Richards swivelled his chair to face Tilleran. “I trust we’ve got a heading on those Orion ships?”

“Yes, but I’m going to have to extrapolate…”

“Do it.” He swivelled back. “Lieutenant Madera, coordinate with Tilleran to lay in a course to find those ships.”

Madera visibly stiffened at being addressed by Richards.

“Lieutenant, did you hear me?”

Madera swung around in her seat, her face beet red.

Peterman covered her face. “Here we go.”

“I heard you all right!” she shouted. “Those are the first words you’ve said to me since you got back from the twenty-first century!”



“They were?” Richards said, scratching his head. “I had no idea.”

“What do you think I am? Do I mean nothing to you? We were going to be MARRIED, Chris! Don’t you care?”

“I…” Richards said, looking blankly from Peterman to Browning. “Ladies, help me.”

“She’s kinda right,” Browning said, shrugging. “You could have at least written to her while you were in the circus.”

“You’re not helping,” Richards said through gritted teeth.

Peterman got up with a sigh and walked over to the helm console, resting her hands on Madera’s shoulders. “Susan, I feel your pain. I really do. Professionally, I think Mister Richards is a pretty good commander. But he’s a rotten boyfriend. He really is. And we need to explore that, together. Him, you, and I.” And she leaned down so she was face-to-face with Madera. “But we’ll need to do that SOME OTHER F***ING TIME!”

Madera shrank back a bit. “You got it, Counselor.” And she quickly swung back around to face the viewscreen.

“Helm is standing by,” Peterman said, walking back to her chair and sitting down. “Now let’s go bag us a captain.”



“That about wraps it up,” Alvin Ficker said, shaking Anna Kimmel’s hand vigorously as he stood up from the couch in her readyroom. “Thanks for indulging me.”

Kimmel gave a small grin. “I’m pleasantly surprised, Alvin. You actually asked some good questions. And you may have made me out to be more than just a bumbling incompetent.”

“I’ve tried to tell a balanced story.”

Kimmel winked at him. “Just don’t chop it up and edit it to me look bad, okay?”

“Oh, I’d never do a thing like that!” Ficker said.

“So when will this air?”

Ficker walked toward the door and stepped out onto the bridge. “I’ll let you know.”

“I’m eager to see how it’ll turn out.”

“Me too,” Ficker said, and nodded at Sam, his holocam man, who walked behind him toward the turbolift. “Say, Captain, would you mind if we stopped off at your shipboard drinking establishment before heading back to our freighter? We don’t have very good synthehol aboard, I’m afraid.”

Kimmel nodded as she walked to her command chair and sat down. “Of course. Help yourself.”

Ficker grinned. “Don’t mind if I do.”

“Have a safe trip,” Kimmel called over her shoulder.

“I’ll see you soon,” Ficker said, stepping into the turbolift.



When Baxter came to, the first thing he realized was that he had a splitting headache. The second thing he realized was that he was still in the Orion brig, and still facing Noyo Potsran. But he looked different. He was smug. Smiling broad; his face grand and expansive, his features pouched victoriously. “You’re a true original, Captain Baxter,” Potsran said, pulling up a seat under him and edging toward the flickering orange security field. “You really are. I underestimated you. I thought you were a pawn in this, but you actually have a pretty good idea of what’s going on. Or at least, of what the stakes are.”

“How do you…I mean how could you…?”

“Betazoids can still probe you when you’re sleepin’,” Potsran grinned. “Or didn’t you know that?”

Baxter shrugged, leaning forward and cradling his head in his hands.

“Of course, like you said, they aren’t always reliable. Especially when they have to root through your subconscious, and your dreams. But you’ve got a lot going through your mind right now. Heart on your sleeve, as the humans say.”

“You’ve no idea what you’re screwing with,” Baxter said, leaning forward. “No idea.”

“I think it’s safe to say we do,” Potsran said, and stood, kicking the chair behind him. “We’re dealing with more power than us mere mortals have ever known. The key to understanding everything. To finally having a chip in the highest-stakes game in the Universe. To finally getting to play in the card game with the big boys.”

“You don’t know anything.”

“I beg to differ. Five out of six Betazoids agree. You’re not the one we want.”

“You’ll never get to her. My father will stop you.”

“Your father is two steps behind. He’s been all along. But then again, he doesn’t have the resources of the Syndicate.”

“We’ll see,” Baxter said, rising to his feet and stepping toward the security field.

“And six out of six Betazoids agree, the one we want is Captain Anna Kimmel. Your father could have done a better job of protecting her, don’t you think?”

Baxter gritted his teeth, balled up his fists.

“Thankfully, we at the Orion Syndicate think in terms of the big picture. I wouldn’t have thrown so many resources into capturing you without having a Plan B. And it’s a good thing your associate, Mister Ficker, was so helpful in suggesting that Captain Kimmel might be the one we’re looking for. I’m just surprised he’s right.”

“Ficker…” Baxter seethed.

“He was so eager to help us. Because, just like us, all he wants is a chip in the game. And now he has that chip. He’s there right now, with your Captain Kimmel. And, within the next few hours, he’ll be delivering her to us.”

Baxter trembled, staring daggers at the Orion boss.

“And we’ll get what we want, Captain.” Potsran leaned in closer to the field, his well-manicured whiskers twitching. “Our big chip in the game. Those secrets we’re all looking for? They’re all kept within that dear little Anna Kimmel. And I think it’s safe to say we’ll be able to pry them out.”

Baxter threw himself at the field, shouting:

“YOU BASTARD! LEAVE MY SISTER ALONE!”



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



NEXT:



Now that the true nature of Captain Anna Kimmel is known, will the Explorer crew be able to rescue her before Potsran can get to her? And will Captain Baxter be able to escape from the Orion Frigate? How does Alvin Ficker figure in? Where’s the beef? Answers to all these questions, except that last one, as our fearless crew gets “Sidetracked.”




Sidetracked



STARFLEET ACADEMY TWENTY YEARS AGO



Cadet Andy Baxter stared across the crowded quadrangle at the students walking by, and one in particular, who was easiest to miss, due to her diminutive size.

“Anna Kimmel,” he said in a low voice.

Cadet Alvin Ficker slapped him on the back. “Forget about her, man. She’s a lost cause. You’re not getting within hailing range of her, and that’s that.”

Ficker was just posturing; but he didn’t realize how true his words were. Just a few weeks ago, Baxter’s father had told him, in no uncertain terms, that he was not to get involved with Cadet Anna Kimmel. But what business was it of his? Shouldn’t he have a say in the matter?

Captain Harlan Baxter was a rising star in the Fleet. He’d moved through the ranks at Internal Affairs rather swiftly, perhaps due to his dogged determination and pursuit of the truth. The younger Baxter had never asked why his father was so passionate about protecting Starfleet’s integrity, and was only ever told, in clipped tones, by his father, that “that was his job.” Who was he to argue?

But now the man with that “job,” who had spent far more time on his Starfleet career than the raising of young Andy was suddenly quite interested in his son’s personal life. Because of something to do with Anna Kimmel.

“You’ve got a one track mind, buddy,” Ficker muttered as Baxter’s eyes followed Kimmel across the quad, as she tripped over her own boots and fell face down on the sidewalk.

Ficker’s voice had become interminable chatter in Baxter’s ears as he raced across the quad to help Kimmel up.

But that scraggled old man had beat him to it.

Boothby knelt by Kimmel, easing her up to her feet. “Are you all right, young lady?”

“I’ll be fine. I’ll be…” She glanced at Baxter. “Fine.”

“Hi,” Baxter said with a sheepish grin.

“Do I know you?” Kimmel asked, the sun glinting in her eyes. “Oh, wait. You were the guy I used to study with. Who I went on the camping trip with, then crashed down the hill with! How could I have forgotten? Oh, I know why. Because you’ve been avoiding me!”

“Can I explain?”

“Does it matter?”

“I’ve missed you,” Ficker said from behind Baxter. How’d he sneak up so quick?

“That’s nice. Aren’t you the one who pushed us down the cliff?” Kimmel asked, cocking her head.

“Well, not…exactly. I uh, just…my hand slipped and…”

“Save it,” Kimmel said, turning and walking off. “I’ve got to get to class anyway.”

“Can I make it up to you?” Baxter called after her.

“Can you?” she asked over her shoulder. “Hmmm…let me think.”

“Offer to buy her dinner,” Boothby whispered.

“Can I get you dinner?” Baxter called out.

“I’ll sleep on it.”

She musn’t have slept long, and she must have slept in class. Because after Baxter’s organic biochemistry class (during which he failed yet another quiz) a message was waiting for him on the terminal in his room.

The message was brief and to the point: “I’ll meet you at your place tonight. Don’t worry about dinner. I’ll bring it.”

“You need to find somewhere else to be tonight, Ficker,” Baxter said as he stared at the words on his terminal.

“Why?” Ficker asked, rushing up to see what Baxter was looking at.

Baxter swiftly tapped the terminal screen off and turned around. “Study group. Computer Core Procedures One-Eleven.”

“Ick,” Ficker said. “That doesn’t sound like fun at all.”

“It’s going to be a very in-depth discussion. Cadet Felch will be there, and you know how he likes to talk.”

“The Tellarite? Wow, could your plans for tonight GET any worse?”

Baxter smiled coyly. “You know, I understand that the Junior Redshirts are having an interest meeting at Spock Library tonight. Seems I remember something about Cadet Kimmel being interested in the Redshirts.”

Ficker grinned, then looked at Baxter askance. “This wouldn’t be a trick, would it? Don’t you want Kimmel too?”

“That starship has sailed, my friend,” Baxter said. “I know when to admit defeat.” He put out his hand. “Anyway, we’re Starfleet cadets.

We’re future captains. Who are we to let a woman come between us?”

Ficker stared down at his hand. “Well, when you’re right, you’re right.” He shook Baxter’s hand. “You’re not a bad sort, Baxter.”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. Now run along. You don’t want to miss the meeting!”

“I’ll tell Anna you said hi!” Ficker said as he walked out.

“Bring flowers!” Baxter suggested as the doors closed.

Less than an hour later, candles lit all around his room, Cadet Baxter flopped down on his bed and picked up a padd, the latest lesson from Tuvok’s leadership class. Not exactly what he was in the mood to read at the moment, but he had to do something to busy himself while he waited for Kimmel, and he might as well be productive with his time.

Predictably, just as he’d become engrossed in Chapter Four: “Away Missions Gone Awry,” the doorchime rang, and Baxter was on his feet in an instant. He keyed the door open, and Kimmel was there.

She was in her Starfleet Academy red sweats and black t-shirt. Gosh, she looked adorable in a t-shirt. Hair down about her ears, which just slightly poked through the hair, giving her that elfen look Baxter enjoyed so much.

“Hey,” she said. “Mind if I come in?”

Baxter gestured her in. “Please. I was just…studying.”

“By candlelight?”

“Ummm…”

“Look, we really really need to talk,” Kimmel said, and sat down on the bed. Baxter plopped down next to her, trying to look natural.

“I’m all for talking,” Baxter said. “What do you want to know?”

Kimmel turned toward him. “It’s more like something you should know.”

Baxter leaned in closer. “Good. Because I have something to tell you too.”

“I think I should go first.”

Baxter nodded. “By all means…”

“See…” Kimmel began with a deep breath. “I’m not what I seem.”

“Are any of us?” Baxter asked, raising his eyebrows.

“I mean, I…jeeze this is hard.” She looked up at the ceiling.

“Just spit it out, Anna…I’m listening.”

“I found out something. When my parents found out that I’d been on that trip with you, they demanded that I not see you again…”

“Weird. My Dad did the same.”

“I stormed out of the room, more surprised than annoyed, because my parents have never tried to run my life that way, and it was unnerving. Well…they got on the comm link after I walked out on them, but they didn’t realize I was in the other room listening.”

Baxter just nodded dumbly.

“I don’t pretend to know all the particulars. But one thing they said came in loud and clear. They’re not my parents, Andy.”

By this point, Baxter had stopped paying attention. He leaned in to kiss Kimmel.

She pulled back. “Andy…I’m your sister!”

Baxter’s eyes went wide. “YARRRRRRRRRGGGGHHH!”



“YARRRRRRRRRGGGGHHH!”

Baxter shot up on his shelf-bed in the dimly lit holding cell aboard the Orion frigate Salazar. Sweat streamed down his face, and his chest rose and fell as he tried to catch his breath.

The moment Kimmel told him she was his sister shook him to the core. It wasn’t a moment one easily forgot. That so much about his upbringing could have been a lie. That there was so much his parents hadn’t told him, just as there was so much Kimmel’s parents hadn’t told her.

No wonder he was reliving it now. Now that Kimmel was almost certainly being abducted by Alvin Ficker, to be brought back to the Orions. To be poked, prodded, experimented on, until they realized her secret.

Baxter sighed. At this rate, he’d never fall back asleep. He was surprised he had in the first place, but evidently physical and mental exhaustion had caught up with him. Well, that and the fact that he’d been knocked unconscious when he’d thrown himself at the security field, yelling at the Orion boss, Potsran.

Now he just felt spent. Spent, and useless, and pretty much at total loose ends.

There was only so much surprise a guy could take.

“I’d forgotten you were a screamer in bed,” a low, sultry voice said in the room, and Baxter swung his legs over, his feet hitting the floor. He looked into the darkness outside his cell and saw the shapely figure step into the light cast from the nearby viewport. Her every curve was hugged by snug leather. Her shoulder-length blonde hair was pulled back in a utilitarian ponytail. And she wore a familiar and easy grin.

“A-Ashley?” Baxter asked, astonished.

Ashley Donovan pressed a gloved finger to her lips. “Quiet, boy. I’m busting you out of here.”

Baxter stepped toward the security field. “But…how did you…why are you…?”

“Your father insisted. I tried to tell him there were more important things to deal with right now, but you know how he can be…”

“My father? Is with YOU?”

Ashley nodded. “I can see now where you get your good looks.” She gave a small giggle. “But your father has a much better sense of humor. One more Breen fishing joke and I swear I’ll wet myself.” She glanced around. “But that’s neither here nor there. As I said, the goal here is to break you out.”

“Thank God,” Baxter said. “Is the Explorer here too?”

“They don’t have a clue where you are right now, I’m afraid. But they’re needed elsewhere.”

“The Tracker,” Baxter said, figuring Ashley knew everything he knew.

“Your crew will be getting an anonymous tip any minute now. I only hope they’re smart enough to follow it.”

“If it’s so important to stop Ficker before he delivers Kimmel here, why aren’t you the ones going after him?”

“That’s exactly what I told your Father. But he’s a stubborn man, as you know. When he learned of your capture, he brought the Idlewild here. There really wasn’t any choice in the matter.”

“The Idlewild.”

“A Section Thirty-One ship, but let’s leave it at that. The less you know the better, don’t you think?”

“Probably. So what, my father’s in league with Section Thirty- One, with you in particular, to…to do what?”

“It’s complicated. But safe to say, it doesn’t involve you in the slightest.”

Baxter’s shoulders fell. “I think it involves me a little bit.”

“Only by the weakest connection of DNA. Your half-sister.”

“Half-shmaff, Ashley. She’s my sister, and I’m going to be damned if I’ll let Ficker get a hold of her.”

“Don’t worry. The Explorer’s on the case. You do trust your people, don’t you?”

Baxter shifted from foot to foot. “Well…yes…”

“Good, then shut up while I get this field knocked down. Then we’ll be on our…”

Just then, the doors to the cell slid open, an Orion guard stepping in with a tray of food.

Ashley’s phaser was out and pointed behind her in one swift, almost invisible motion. She never took her eyes off Baxter.

“Time for your morning sludge” the guard began, but was blasted unconscious before he could finish his sentence.

She never even checked to see if her shot had been on target. She just lowered her weapon. “Looks like time’s of the essence. And it’s damn sure now that people know we’re here.” She blasted the field controls next to Baxter’s cell, and they exploded with a shower of sparks as the field dissipated.

“Move,” she said, and ducked into the corridor, firing madly.

Not knowing what else to do, Baxter did as he was told.

He only hoped they’d get off the ship in time to help Kimmel.



HOURS EARLIER. . .



Captain Anna Kimmel leaned back in her command chair.

“Was your interview with Ficker as bad as you thought it’d be, Captain?” Commander Arthur Lowenthal asked from beside her.

Kimmel glanced over at her first officer. She’d known the thin, angular man, almost as long as she’d known Baxter. He served with her on her first assignment, the U.S.S. Edmonton. Unlike Kimmel, Lowenthal was analytical. Almost too much so. She wondered if he ever took time to socialize. She valued his insights, but secretly wished the man would get out some more. Then again, more often then not, she was likely to stay in her quarters and read, so she wasn’t really one to talk.

Still, despite all her flaws, the only reason the Tracker operated half as soundly as it did, was because Lowenthal had always been around to keep Kimmel on course. She had a way of spacing out from time to time. It still irked her that Commodore Woodall referred to her as “flighty” during his last communique, but he was right.

Kimmel often wondered how she rose to the rank of captain. It’d happened almost seamlessly. Just one day, poof, Captain. Baxter told her it was because she deserved it. Or at least deserved it as much as HE did (and Kimmel knew there was just as weird a story behind his promotion). Still, Kimmel worked hard to show Starfleet that her promotion was deserved.

Problem was, events often conspired against that.

“Captain?” Lowenthal asked again, nudging Kimmel.

“Oh, what?” Kimmel asked. “Sorry. Spaced out again, eh?”

Lowenthal nodded. “Ficker must’ve given you a lot of food for thought.”

“Not really. His questions were pretty straight-forward. How I get along with the crew. How I delegate. The Nyadi incident.”

“Oh, they’ve always got to bring that one up,” Lowenthal muttered.

“He brought up a lot of the…incidents…” Kimmel shifted in the command chair reluctantly. “But the good news is, it’s over. Ficker is a nice enough guy, but I for one am glad we won’t have to see him again for a good, long…”

Suddenly the Red Alert klaxons roared. And another klaxon that Kimmel didn’t recognize was layered on top of the first one.

She looked to Lowenthal. “That’s the abandon ship call,” Lowenthal said, his eyes going wide. He glanced back at Lieutenant Chan at tactical. “Chan, you know anything about a drill?”

Chan shrugged. “No sir, didn’t schedule one. But you know how the engineering people love to play practical jokes.”

On the viewscreen, Kimmel watched as lifepods shot out of the Tracker, spiraling toward the nearby planet.

“I don’t think this is a joke,” Kimmel said, standing.

Her first officer walked up to the auxiliary engineering console. “Lowenthal to engineering. Engineering, respond!”

“We’ve got to go. Even if this is a false alarm, better safe than sorry!” Kimmel looked around the bridge. “Y-you heard me,” she stammered. “Everybody out!”

Lowenthal led the engineers and tactical specialists into the aft turbolift, and Kimmel took the helm and ops officers into the foreward one. She nodded in Lowenthal’s direction as the lift doors closed.

She hoped this was like the last time, when someone had accidentally downloaded an alien computer virus into the ship’s core and made the ship’s computer think the Tracker was blowing up.

Kimmel considered the run of weird luck she’d had, and decided that wasn’t very lucky. More likely, this might be the Tracker’s final screw-up. This might prove that the padd-pushers at Starfleet were right, and that she never should have been Captain. These kinds of things probably never happened to Picard or Ramirez.

The lift came to a stop at one of the outside corridors on deck three, where a row of escape pods were located. She waved her people out, feeling more calm about this then she’d ever thought possible. Maybe she was a better commander than she’d given herself credit for.

The hatches whisked up, and her people ducked in. Kimmel saw the final hatch at the end of the corridor open, and hurried toward it as the rest of the hatches sealed closed, crewmembers safely tucked inside.

She ducked halfway in, then felt herself pulled back, turning to find, to her surprise, Alvin Ficker staring back at her.

“F-Ficker!”

“Leaving so soon?” he asked, and punched a control on the escape hatch.

Kimmel pushed hair out of her eyes. “We’ve got to get out of here, Alvin. The ship’s going to blow. This pod fits two, so come on…”

“That sounds romantic and lovely,” Ficker said, gripping Kimmel’s arm tighter and pulling her down the corridor back toward the turbolift. “But I’m afraid I’ve got other plans at the moment.”

“Plans that don’t include escaping from the massive explosion?”

“What massive explosion?” Ficker asked with a laugh, pushing Kimmel into the opening turbolift doors.

She stared at him as he stepped in and the doors closed.

“The ship isn’t going to blow up, is it?”

“No. But it is going to strand your people and their escape pods right here.”

“You…” Kimmel said, balling her hands up into fists.

“Don’t be so melodramatic,” Ficker said, waving a dismissive hand. “Bridge.” He glanced at her as the turbolift shot upward. “I haven’t harmed your crew. I don’t need them. All I need is this ship, and you.”

“I don’t know why you’re doing this. What pathetic idea or scheme you have in mind, but I can tell you that it’ll never work…”

“It’s a grander scheme than you could possibly imagine,” Ficker said. “And you’re a huge part of its success. You should be thrilled, Anna. For once in your life, you’re actually important. And you doubtless have no idea how important…”



NOW. . .



“‘Tracker in danger. May be under enemy control. Utmost importance you intercept and disarm. Starfleet doesn’t understand scope of situation. Act immediately or Universe will come to end.’” Lieutenant J’hana looked up from the written message on her console screen. “Message repeats.”

Richards angled around in the command chair, still feeling a twinge of stiffness in his back from that spine replacement a few days earlier. “Does it give coordinates?”

“No,” J’hana said. “But they’re not necessary. We know the Tracker’s last known position. They were in the Kyatra sector studying subspace anomalies.”

“Andy’s father and Captain Kimmel are involved in this somehow,” Peterman said, from her chair beside Richards. “Chances are, that’s a message from Admiral Baxter.”

“It’s definitely abrupt enough,” Richards said, rubbing his chin.

“And what was that about the universe ending?” Peterman asked. “Was that put in just for dramatic effect?”

“Or is the whole thing a diversion to prevent us from finding the Orions?” Browning suggested.

“The Orions are doing a good enough job of that as it is,” Tilleran said, looking up from her console. “We’ve been chasing sensor ghosts for hours.”

Peterman glanced at Richards. “It’s your decision, Chris. What do you think?”

“Set a course for the Kyatra sector, Lieutenant Madera,” Richards said, pulling his pajama top down a bit. “Warp Nine.”

“Course laid in.”

“Energize.” Richards blinked. “I mean engage. Damn, it’s been a while.”

“Don’t feel bad. Andy was having trouble with his alphas and thetas,” Peterman said, putting a reassuring hand on Richards’s shoulder as she turned to watch the stars streak toward them on the viewscreen.

“I’ll feel a hell of a lot better when we get some answers, and we find the Orion ship that took Andy,” Richards said, easing back in the command chair. “And when Janice gets me another muscle relaxer. My back feels like it’s in a damn vice!”



Baxter clung close behind Ashley Donovan as the pair ran down the corridor of the Orion ship, alert klaxons booming around them.

“I don’t guess you care to tell me how you got mixed up in all this?” Baxter asked breathlessly.

“This isn’t the time or the place,” Ashley said. “Suffice it to say, this is bigger than you.”

“Not the first time I’ve heard that,” Baxter mused. “Hey, shoot that guy!”

“I really should have brought two phasers,” Ashley muttered as she pointed and shot at an oncoming Orion.

“I could pick up one of their weapons,” Baxter suggested as they ran by several of the fallen Orion thugs.

“Do you know how to fire an Orion Oh-Thirty-Eight shooter?”

“Maybe,” Baxter said with a shrug.

“Just shut up, keep your head down, and follow me.”

“Wouldn’t this be a good time to beam out?”

“Don’t you think we’d have beamed out if it was?”

Baxter ducked a phaser blast from another Orion thug as Ashley dragged him down a side corridor and shoved him against the wall.

“I’m sure you’re well on top of the situation.”

She tapped her ear. “I’ve been in contact with the Idlewild this whole time. Apparently, the Orions were able to see through her cloak. Or else your father decloaked and started firing. He’s an impulsive, brutish man.” She licked her lips. “But damn, he’s sexy.”

Baxter clutched his stomach. “Please…no more…”

Ashley dragged him down to the deck just as two more phaser blasts soared over his head and she fired back. “This is not a defensible position. We need to get off-ship.”

“I’m in total agreement,” Baxter said, inching against the bulkhead. “Can’t the Idlewild beam us through its shields?”

“Under normal circumstances, yes. But not through these Orion shields. This ship is sophisticated. Potsran is one of the highest-ranking bosses in the Orion Syndicate. Thirty-One has been trying to bring him down for years.”

Baxter nodded as more Orions came tumbling out of an adjacent turbolift and Ashley tossed him her phaser. “Shoot!” she ordered, and set into the Orion crowd with a flurry of spin-kicks and roundhouses, following up with punch after punch, her ponytail bobbing behind her as she ducked and weaved, and Baxter took potshots into the crowd, careful to avoid hitting Ashley.

“So that’s why you’re involved in this?” Baxter called out to her as she swung a particularly bulky Orion over her shoulder. “To bring down Potsran?”

“To stop Potsran before he becomes infinitely more powerful, which is what he’s planning on using Kimmel for.”

“Even if he knows what she is, he’ll have no way to make it work!”

Ashley grunted as she jabbed an elbow into one Orion’s gut, then shot her fists forward into another Orion’s neck, bringing them both down in one quick move. “He will if he gets a hold of a certain scientist.”

“Maura Drake,” Baxter said with a deep breath, turning and firing at a couple more Orions. “That’s who Dad’s looking for, isn’t it?”

“Better he find her before the Orions do, yes,” Ashley said, and kicked another Orion up against the bulkhead, dragging him to the deck and chopping the back of his neck, knocking him out cold. She glanced up as if listening to something. “They’ve knocked out shields on the port dorsal quarter. We’ve got to get down there so they can beam us out.”

“Do you have any idea where that is?

Ashley grinned. “You don’t really think I’d have beamed on this ship without memorizing the layout first, do you?”

“Showoff.”

“Come on. There are more Orions on their way.”

“You mean we haven’t knocked them all out yet?”

“It’s a big ship.”



“Entering Kyatra sector,” J’hana announced.

Richards leaned forward, resting his hands on his knees. “Helm, take us out of warp. Commander Tilleran?”

“Picking up recent warp activity,” Tilleran said. “Ion trail, subspace wake. I’m feeding coordinates to the helm.”

“Adjusting course; full impulse,” Madera said. To her credit, she hadn’t mentioned anything else about Richards leaving her at the altar. Then again, it wasn’t really his fault. There was time travel involved, after all.

“I’m picking up something else,” Tilleran said. “Life pods. About a hundred of them. They’ve all soft-landed on the planet Breken Four.”

“Can you identify what ship they’re from? Is it Starfleet?”

“Yes,” Tilleran said, looking up. “Definitely from the Tracker.”

“Take us to Breken Four, Lieutenant Madera,” Richards said. “Meanwhile, Tilleran, see if you can figure out where the Tracker was headed.”

“The ion trail from the Tracker won’t last long,” Peterman said.

“Well, we could have injured crew from the Tracker down there on Breken,” Richards said.

Peterman nodded. “You’re right, of course, Commander.”

“You have other ideas?” Richards asked.

“Just that we’d better find the Tracker sooner rather than later.”

Richards rubbed his chin. “You’re right.” He pushed a control on his chair arm. “Richards to Sickbay. Doctor Wilcox. Report to Transporter Room Two immediately.” He glanced back at J’hana. “Lieutenant, send a contingent of security with the doctor.”

J’hana nodded. “Aye, sir. J’hana to Keefler…”

Browning leaned over and grabbed Richards’s hand. “You’re sounding SO professional, Chris.”

“Yeah,” Peterman said. “Other than the fact you’re wearing your pajamas.”

“I’d better do something about that,” Richards said. “Especially if we go into combat.”

“I’ll go to the readyroom and replicate you a uniform,” Browning said as she got up and walked back to the readyroom door. “Still a thirty-three waist?”

“Um, thirty-four,” Richards said, shifting in his seat a little.

Browning grinned. “Thirty-four. Got it.”

“You two are doing well,” Peterman said.

“Well…we’re taking things slow this time.”

“That’s not what Andy told me.”

“Oh. That. Well, that was a one time thing. We got, uh, carried away.”

“Care to talk about it?”

“Like you said before, now’s not really the time.”

“But you’re feeling like maybe you and Janice should be together.”

Richards nodded. “Was there ever any doubt?”

“I’ve sensed some from you.”

“Well, you’re not Betazoid.”

“Actually, I…” Tilleran piped up.

Peterman held up a hand. “Shhh. Listen, Chris. This has been a bad year for Janice. Doctor Leonardo turned out to be insane. Bradley Dillon turned out to be manipulating her and lied to all of us. Then Andy kissed her and…and whatnot. In her absence, her son went from being a boy to a young man, and it’s like they don’t even know each other anymore. Things have not gone Janice’s way for some time now. If you want to be with her again, good…but this time, it better be for real. Otherwise, I will hurt you. Really.”

Richards nodded. “I, uh, understand.”

Peterman smiled. “Good. I’m so happy for you two.”

“Uh-huh.”

The doors to the readyroom opened. “C’mon, Christopher! I’ll help you get dressed.”

Richards shifted out of his seat and hobbled up to the upper deck.

“Approaching Breken Four,” Madera announced.

He glanced over from the door to the readyroom. “Standard orbit. Beam down Doctor Wilcox and the security team, and then lay in a course for the last known direction of the Tracker. I’ll be taking off my jammies if anyone needs me. Kelly, you’ve got the bridge.”

Peterman moved over to the center seat. “Aye-aye!”



“This is vaguely reminiscent of the last time you and I were in a Jefferies tube, isn’t it?” Baxter asked idly, shimmying down the ladder below Ashley Donovan as they made their way down several decks of the Orion frigate.

“Except it’s not a Starfleet ship, we’re being closed in on all sides by enemy forces, and we’re not having sex.”

“I said reminiscent, not exactly the same,” Baxter muttered. “How much farther?”

“Thirty decks.”

“You’re frigging kidding me.”

“Who’s doing the rescuing here? Shut up and keep moving!”

Baxter considered the state of affairs as he worked his way down the latter. “You know what? I just thought of something.”

“Why does that statement bother me so?”

“The Betazoids! Potsran used Betazoids to read my mind. That’s how he found out that Kimmel’s the key to this thing.”

Ashley stopped climbing. She sighed, staring up at Baxter. “Well, that explains that.”

“We’ve got to break them out of here.”

“Section Thirty-One is not the Starfleet Rescue Team, Andy,” Ashley said. “The Betazoids made a deal with the proverbial devil. They’ve got to deal with the consequences.”

“Well, I’m not in Section Thirty-One. I’m in Starfleet. And I’m going to bust those Betazoids out of here.”

“Without my help, and with no weapon?”

“Yeah. See ya!” Baxter said, and scrambled back up the ladder, already out of breath.

“Your father will kill me if I don’t come back with you in tow, and I’m not even sure I mean figuratively!”

“Not my problem,” Baxter huffed.

“Damn it,” Ashley said, grabbing one of the upper rungs and making her way upward, gaining fast on Baxter. “If this ruins our mission, I’m telling your father.”

“Ooooh…I’m shaking in my boots!”



“Status report,” Richards asked, zipping up his newly-replicated uniform jacket as he stepped out of the readyroom and made his way down to the command chair, walking with a slight limp.

“The ion trail is definitely getting stronger,” Tilleran said.

“Any better idea of where the Tracker’s headed?” Browning asked, as she and Richards took their seats, Peterman yielding the command chair to Richards and moving over to the left seat.

“Not yet,” Peterman said. “Although they will be passing through some of the less friendly systems outside the Federation. Nutspam, The Berengian Corridor, and the Falkath system.”

Richards rubbed his chin. “The outskirts of Orion space.”

“That’s what I’m thinking,” Peterman said. “And whoever has the Tracker is more than likely delivering it into Orion custody.”

“Which is why we’re going to stop them before they have the chance.”

“Glad you have a plan,” Peterman said encouragingly.

“I did more than get dressed in there.”

“We made plans,” Browning said.

“Plans for…the two of you?” Peterman asked, leaning over Richards’s lap to talk to Browning.

Browning giggled. “No. It’s nothing like that. We haven’t gotten that far yet. We’re keeping things really casual right now. You know, taking it slow.”

Richards glanced fro Peterman to Browning. “Are you two almost finished? We do kind of have a situation on our hands.”

“Relax,” Peterman said. “It may be some time before the Tracker even gets into…”

“Tracker coming into range now,” J’hana spoke up from tactical. “Bearing dead ahead, traveling at Warp Nine.”

“Have they spotted us yet?” Richards asked.

“Unknown. We are just on the edge of their sensor range.”

“Madera, increase speed. Make our presence known.”

Madera nodded and tapped at the helm, sending the Explorer surging forward.

“Red Alert,” Richards called out. “Shields and weapons ready. I’m not taking any chances.”

“A prudent move,” J’hana said. “You studied the Khan scenario, I take it.”

“It was required reading at the Academy. The old ‘Trojan ship’ idea.”

“Trojan horse,” Browning corrected.

“What?”

“It was a Trojan horse.”

“Khan did not attack Captain Kirk on a horse. That’s the silliest…”

“Tracker is changing directions!” J’hana piped up. “Now bearing zero zero four mark one zero eight. Increasing speed to nine point three. It would appear our presence is known!”

“Match speed and increase to overtake,” Richards said, leaning forward. “Target phasers. Engines only.”

“We’re really going to fire on another Federation ship?” Peterman asked.

“I have all the proof I need. The Tracker lost her crew, and the Great Bird only knows who might be at the helm.”



Alvin Ficker sat in the command chair on the mostly empty bridge of the Tracker, as Anna Kimmel looked on from the first officer’s chair beside him, roped down to the chair by glowing blue bands of isolytic cable.

He looked down at the panel on the command chair arm, tapping a control. All helm and weapon functions were routed to his chair. “How exciting,” he said with a grin, as the gleaming silver vessel appeared on the viewscreen. “The Explorer’s come calling. Wonder what she wants.”

Kimmel glared at him. “Hail them and you’ll find out.”

Ficker wasn’t even listening. “They want to talk to you, I imagine. Although I’m not about to let do that. By the way, are those isolytic restraints comfy? Sorry if they chafe. Orion technology can be a bit…barbaric.”

Kimmel just looked away, not wishing to give Ficker the satisfaction of a response.

Ficker looked up at the viewscreen, a reverse view of the Explorer gaining. “At any rate, this will all be over shortly. Come and get me,” he sneered. “Eat my warp wake.”

Kimmel lashed out with a foot, kicking Ficker’s shin hard.

He winced and grabbed it, cursing at the ceiling. “F****! You little…Just wait until we rendez-vous with the Orions. I’ll make sure they take their time experimenting on you.”

A pleased expression passed over Kimmel’s face. “You won’t make it that far. The Explorer’s going to stop you.”

“Want to make a bet?”



“Hail them,” Richards said, narrowing his eyes at the aft section of the Nova-class Tracker as she veered away on the screen, darting into a nearby star system.

“No response,” J’hana said. “Did you really expect one?”

“Now entering the Falkath system,” Tilleran said. “The Tracker’s coming out of warp.”

Richards sighed. “Come out of warp right on top of them, Madera. J’hana, prepare to fire.”

“Engines targeted. Firing solution ready.”

Browning leaned forward, hands on her knees. “Why does it feel like it’s taking longer than usual to fire?”

“Because we don’t usually fire at Starfleet vessels,” Richards said.

“You’re doing the right thing, Alvin,” Peterman said, not sure if it was reassuring or not.

“Fire,” Richards said.

Phasers lanced out from their emitters and slammed into the Tracker’s shields. The shields didn’t even flicker.

“No effect,” J’hana said. “They must have altered their shield geometry.”

“I see your bet, and call it, Tracker,” Richardson said. “Quantum torpedoes. Low yield. Engines only.”

“Firing!” J’hana announced, punching a control. Blue quantum torps slammed into the Tracker’s hull. And bounced harmlessly off her shields. Then they reversed course and headed back toward the Explorer.

“Brace for impact!” Richards called out, gripping the arms of the command chair.

The Explorer pitched; sparks showered from the vacant engineering console. The deck thundered under Richards’s feet.

Richards spun back toward J’hana. “Report!”

“ZHRAT!” J’hana said. “It appears the Tracker’s shields were altered by someone who’s well acquainted with our quantum torpedo guidance systems. Recommend we DON’T fire torpedoes again.”

“Try the phasers again,” Richards said. “All emitters, rapid fire!”

Phaser blasts, machine-gun style and beams alike, lashed out from the Explorer.

“It’s not working. I’m rotating phaser frequency to compensate,” J’hana said, running her hands along her console.

“We’ve got to get out of here,” Peterman said.

“It doesn’t make sense!” Richards replied. “That’s a Nova-class starship. She has one-third of the firepower of the Explorer. This battle should be over in minutes.”

“I think it will be,” Peterman said, and her meaning was clear.

Richards looked down at the panel on the chair arm, tapping quickly on the controls. “We’ll see about that.”

“What are you doing, Christopher?” Browning asked, touching his arm.

“I’m remembering that I used to be an engineer. Madera, I’m routing new coordinates to your console. Engage on my mark. Everybody hold on to something! Mark!”

Madera punched a control, and the Explorer shot forward, latching onto the Tracker with a tractor beam at the last minute and swinging around, dragging it toward Falkath, the nearby sun.

“We’ll be in the sun’s gravity well in three minutes,” J’hana reported.

“Chris, I hope you know what you’re doing,” Peterman said, gripping the sides of her chair.

“We’ll know very shortly,” Richards said.

“Tracker’s shields are rotating to try and dislodge the beam. They didn’t expect us to use the tractor.”

Richards’s hands moved quickly over the controls on the chair arm. “They may know our technology, but odds are I know it better. I’m remodulating the tractor beams.”

“They’re arming weapons. Firing!”

The Explorer shook.

“Steady, Madera. Hold course!”

“Gravity well in one minute….”

J’hana looked up from her screens. “They’re locking a tractor beam on us!”

“They’re reversing polarity. Trying to repel us off them,” Tilleran said.

“Shields!” Richards called out.

“Gravity well in thirty-seconds.” The sun loomed huge on the viewscreen, bathing the bridge in orange light. The ambient temperature went up noticably.

“Tracker is activating her warp engines!”

Richards gasped. “Oh, shi….”

On the screen, the ship shot into warp. In less than a millisecond, the Explorer was dragged along behind her, away from the looming sun.



Blasts echoed outside the conference room, as six Betazoid “contractors” milled about, muttering nervously among themselves.

Laraphi Imbrego stood staring out the viewport as a flat, stingray- looking Federation starship cloaked and decloaked, raining fire on the lumbering Orion vessel.

The ship barely shook; given probably to its size more than its armament. Laraphi knew nothing about starships, or their armaments, so she had no way of judging just how much damage the Starfleet ship was doing, if any.

More to the point, she got the distinct impression that the deal she and the other Betazoids had made with Noyo Potsran had gone sour very quickly.

Just then, the door burst open, and a Starfleet officer stood framed in it. The blasts outside seemed measurably louder and closer now.

“Captain Andy Baxter, U.S.S. Explorer,” the man said. “Come with us. You’re all in a great deal of danger.”

“We know that,” Sonphin, a Betazoid female, said.

“We knew you’d come,” Garson, yet another Betazoid, this one male, piped up.

“Well isn’t that just great for you guys,” Baxter said. “I’m so happy for you. Now, if you’re all finished being smug, we’ve got an escape to make. And we need to hurry, because there’s an innocent person about to be kidnapped and exploited, and it’s all your fault.”

“We knew that too,” Sonphin said.

“And yet somehow, some way, you weren’t able to figure out that Noyo Potsran is insanely evil. Amazing how that works,” Baxter said, and waved toward the doorway. “Come on, people. Move!”

“We knew he’d say that too,” Garson said.

“Shut up and move,” Larahi moaned. “Can’t you see we’re in enough trouble as it is?”

“I knew she’d say that.”

“SHUT THE HELL UP!” Baxter barked.



“Phasers!” Richards called out. “Knock out their tractor emitter!”

“Phasers have thus far been ineffective,” J’hana replied. “However, if you’d like me to start throwing rocks…”

“Hartley to bridge…”

“Here it comes.” Richards sighed. “Hello, Megan. What do you want?”

“Richards?”

“Yes. I’m in command.”

“Go figure. So it’s you I should be yelling at for getting us blasted to bits a second time in one day!”

“Megan, I don’t have time for this.”

“Then make time, because the structural integrity field’s shot, the engines are pushed to the max to try to keep up with that starship dragging us along like an anchor, and shields are next to nothing. Get us out of this, and ASAP, or we’re going to be space dust!”

“Thanks for your comments, Hartley. Richards out.”

“Way to handle her,” Peterman said.

“Although I’m afraid she’s probably right,” Browning mumbled, as suddenly the ship shook again.

Tilleran looked up from her scans. “Folks, I’ve got good news and bad news.”

“Let’s here both,” Richards muttered, covering his face.

“We’re decelerating. And the Tracker has released her tractor beam.”

Richards looked up. “What’s the bad news?”

“That,” Tilleran said, and pointed to the viewscreen. The Tracker sped away, joining two of those bulky, rusty orange Orion ships that looked so familiar to Peterman.

“Those are the ships that attacked us and took Andy.”

“And they’ve had time to reload,” Richards said, taking a deep breath.

“Sir!” J’hana called out. “Federation starship decloaking aft! She’s firing on the Orions, and the Tracker!”

Richards rubbed his eyes. “Could this get any wierder?”

“We’re being hailed by the Tracker,” J’hana said. She looked up. “It’s Alvin Ficker.”

“You really shouldn’t have asked that,” Browning muttered.

Richards grimaced. “No kidding.”

Ficker appeared on the viewscreen, smiling broadly. “Commander Richards. How nice to see you again.”

“Ficker, what the hell are you doing out here? And so help me, if you say you’re doing a piece for your talk show…”

“Nothing of the sort,” Ficker said, and glanced to his left, where the petite Anna Kimmel was bound tightly by glowing bonds and glared angrily at him. “As a matter of fact, I’ve left the talk show circuit far behind.”

“You need help,” Peterman said, leaning forward. “Lower your shields and beam over with Captain Kimmel and we can talk all about it.”

Ficker sneered. “Don’t try to counsel me, Peterman. You were never very good at that.”

“As a crazy person, you’re not a very credible source,” Peterman shot back.

“On the contrary, I’m the MOST credible source. Who better to judge good counseling then a crazy person?”

“Can we get back on task here?” Richards asked. “Let’s talk about letting Kimmel go, before somebody gets hurt.”

“Somebody like you?” Ficker asked, and laughed. “You do realize you’re outgunned by me and the Orions. And my alterations to this ship make it nearly impervious to your weaponry. And your leverage is what?”

Richards clenched his fists. “Ficker…”

“I’d love to chat. But I have more important things to see to. Enjoy the pretty explosion of your ship blowing apart!”

“Ficker!”



“C’mon! The Jefferies tube is this way!” Baxter said, waving the six Betazoids toward the open hatch in the wall. There, Ashley Donovan was planted, leaning over the lip of the hatch, taking potshots at the Orion footsoldiers chasing Baxter and the others.

Baxter flattened himself against the left bulkhead, waving the Betazoids into the tube one at a time. As soon as the last one got though, he turned to follow, joining Ashley as a nearby door slid open.

“I agree. There’s nothing better than a stiff raktageeno to start the…”

The voice was unmistakable. Dark and slithery.

Baxter’s eyes went wide.

The immensely muscular Harth, Predator-in-Chief of the Gorn Confederacy, stood there with a steaming cup of rakateeno, his golf ball eyes bulging as he saw Baxter, frozen as a deer in headlights.

“Manthra Farker!” he cried out in Gorn. “Baxter!”

“Run!” Baxter squeaked, diving into the tube.

Ashley moved to fire, but the Gorn kicked her weapon out of her hands, and she heard it tumble and clatter at the bottom of the tube, many decks below.

She raised an eyebrow at the Gorn. “You’re going to make things difficult, aren’t you?

He advanced on Ashley as Baxter poked his head up from behind her, staring at him fearfully.

“Get him, Ashley!” he said, his voice shaking as she crawled out of the tube, putting up her arms in a fighting stance.

“You’re standing between me and my revenge, little doll, so you can be sure I will make things difficult,” Harth hissed. “That man imprisoned me, took me away from my beloved Sirron, then badly damaged my ship, and embarrassed me in front of the entire Confederacy. I was stripped of my rank, my titles. My place in the Gorn Warrior Ranks. My private table at the All-You-Can-Eat restaurant in Logos City. I lost everything. Until I found an ally in the Orions.” He stepped closer to Ashley, and she stiffened. His nostrils flared. “They have given me what the Gorn refused to provide. What, in their blind efforts for peace, eludes them. A vehicle for revenge.”

“We REALLY don’t have time for this,” Ashley said, blowing stray blonde hairs out of her face.

“And I’d planned, once my ship was up and running, to chase Baxter down and destroy him. But, as fate would have it, these Orions captured him. And I had the singular opportunity to come here and gloat.” He drew a long, multi-pronged blade from his leather belt. “And gut him. Although don’t tell the Orions that. That was never in our deal.”

“Kill him!” Baxter called out.

“You shut up!” Ashley said, not taking her eyes off Harth. He lashed out with a foot, which she easily gripped and lifted, slamming him on his back.

“Human Vermin!” Harth growled, lurching to his feet. “If only you knew the depth of my hatred, the breadth of ferocity of my need for vengeance, then you’d understand why–”

“The time for talk is over,” Ashley said simply, and drove a fist into Harth’s hand. The blade fell. She snapped it up before it hit the deck and drove it in one smooth motion into Harth’s chest, driving him back into the floor.

“Urk!” Harth gurgled, his eyes lolling, dark green blood sputtering from the wound in his chest.

Ashley dragged the blade out from Harth’s chest, wiped it off on his loincloth, and turned toward Baxter, flipping her phaser to him. “So much for him. Now can we PLEASE get off this ship?”

Baxter stared at the immobile Harth. “Wow. You did that…quck.”

“The bigger they are, yadda yadda…” Ashley said, winking at Baxter and following him down the tube.



Richards was still seething about Alvin Ficker as he watched the Idlewild lay into the Orion frigates with its weaponry.

“They’re on our side!” Browning exclaimed, watching the sleek starship bob and weave on the screen, raining fire on the Gorn frigates and the Tracker.

“How novel, seeing as they’re a Starfleet ship,” Richards said.

Tilleran looked up from her station. “They’re not on the active registry.”

“Check inactive.”

Tilleran continued to scan. “Hold on. U.S.S. Idlewild. Destroyed in the Dominion War on Stardate 51405.”

“Huh,” Richards said. “And yet she’s here, remarkably intact.”

“Section Thirty-One is known to build its fleet from Starfleet ships supposedly ‘lost,’” J’hana said. “That’s why my sources tell me their fleet grew tremendously after the Dominion War. All those excuses for destroyed ships.”

Richards glanced back at J’hana.

“Or so I’ve, uh, heard. Really, it’s all rumor and conjecture.”

“Whatever the case, we have an ally,” Richards said. “And I don’t really care if it is Section 31. The point is, they’re helping us. Which is what we should be doing right now. Madera, take us in. J’hana, fire at will!”

“More blissful words, I’ve never heard. Take this, Orion scum!” J’hana cried out, her eyes blazing, as she set upon the tactical controls.



“–will we be able to transport?” as Baxter finished his question, he found he’d just as quickly been beamed aboard another ship. One look around told him it was a Starfleet ship, but the black uniform on the transporter operator told him the ship, in fact, belonged to Section Thirty-One.

“Good work, Bruce. Have security take these Betazoids belowdecks. I want them questioned after this…skirmish.”

“Aye, Commander,” Bruce nodded.

“We need to get to the bridge,” Ashley said, taking Baxter’s arm, bracing as the Idlewild shook.

“Sooner, rather than later, I’d guess.”



“One of the frigates has taken heavy damage,” Tilleran said, looking from one scan to the other. “The other is more or less untouched.”

“Concentrate your fire on the less damaged ship, J’hana,” Richards ordered. “Don’t give either Orion ship the chance to slip out of the fight!”

“Aye sir!”

“Tilleran, try to find Andy,” Peterman said.

She closed her eyes. “I…can feel him out there.”

Peterman leapt from her chair and crossed to Tilleran’s console. “What do you feel?”

“He’s not on either Orion ship. He’s on the Idlewild!”

Peterman sighed. “Finally, some good news!”

On the viewscreen, a stream of torpedoes from the Orion frigates slammed amidships of the Idlewild, knocking the ship off-kilter, sending it spinning.

“We’ve GOT to learn to stop saying things like that!” Browning exclaimed.

“The Tracker is moving off,” J’hana noted. “Idlewild is heavily damaged. Power systems fluctuating. Shields are down!”

“Pursuit course,” Richards said. “Target the Tracker.”

“The Tracker is taking cover,” Tilleran said. “Ficker always was a coward at heart.”

“A dangerous coward,” Peterman said. “We’ve got to find out why he’s here.”

“To give Captain Kimmel to the Orions, it would seem,” Browning said. “But why?”

“We’re going to find out,” Richards said, leaning forward.

“What about the Idlewild?” Peterman asked.

“She’s going to have to fend for herself,” Richards said, then tapped a control on the chair arm. “Engineering.”

“Hartley’s Repair Shop, how may we fix your busted starship?”

Richards sighed. “Commander, I need your help.”

“Could you wait till after we’re blown up? Because after that my schedule REALLY opens up.”

“Shut up and listen: We need a way to beam someone through the Tracker’s shields.”

“Oh, is that all?”

“You can’t do it?”

There was a brief pause. “Well, sure I can.”

“Then do it!”

“And just who, pray tell, are we sending over there?”

Richards glanced back at J’hana. “A one man fighting force.”

“Doesn’t he mean woman?” Browning asked in a whisper.

“No,” Peterman said, grinning.



Baxter and Ashley spilled out of the turbolift shortly after the Idlewild was blasted into its tailspin.

Baxter took a few seconds to take in the bridge. Compact, rudimentary. A circle of stations, and a command chair in the center. Not luxurious at all. This was a fighting ship.

The command chair spun, and Baxter wasn’t at all surprised to see who was in it.

“God damn, boy, you’ve gained weight,” Harlan Baxter said, holding his smouldering cigar as sparks rained down all around him.

“Nice to see you too, dad.”

Ashley bent over the engineering console. “We’ve taken a hell of a lot of hits.”

Harlan stuffed the cigar in his mouth. “Bt gt mboy back.”

“That’s what matters, I guess,” Ashley said, rolling her eyes. “We’ve stabilized the impulse gyros, but shields are gone. And it’s going to be at least an hour before we get them back up.”

“Grafter the Tracker,” Harlan ordered.

The helmsman, a slim blonde man, obediently brought the Idlewild about.

“They understand him!” Baxter exclaimed.

“We’re Section Thirty-One,” Ashley said proudly. “Mumbling is no obstacle to us.”

“I’m amazed,” Baxter said, watching on the viewscreen as the Tracker came into view. Above it, and just behind, the Explorer bore down. “Hey! There’s the Explorer!”

“Orion frigates trailing fast,” Ashley said, slipping behind the tactical console and hurriedly firing weapons.

“Holdemoff!” Harlan ordered, gripping the command chair. “Boyah, yrsistrs in trouble!”

“I know, Dad,” Baxter said. “Ashley explained everything.”

Harlan glared over at Ashley.

“I had to tell him, or the boy’d be bugging me with questions during the whole rescue.”

“Grt that right,” Harlan mumbled.

“It’s nice to be loved,” Baxter said. “Are we close to snagging the Tracker?”

“Drmn right we are,” Harlan said.



“I really should be down in engineering,” Hartley muttered as she jabbed a coil spanner into the open access port of the transporter console in Room Two.

“Do you not find it nostalgic and fulfilling that you’re back at the site of your former post?” J’hana said, slipping her bat’leth into the sleeve behind her back, then checking the setting on her phaser.

“Not at all,” Hartley said, reaching in and yanking at circuits. “Now you do realize that there’s about a fifty-fifty chance you’ll either beam aboard the Tracker or be killed in one of those heinous melty transporter accidents.”

“Fifty-fifty,” J’hana considered. “I suppose that’s satisfactory. Although I’d prefer a higher risk.”

“I’ll do my best to screw this up,” Hartley muttered.

“See that you do,” J’hana said.

Just then, the doors to the transporter room slid open and Peterman rushed in. “Can you fit in one more?”

“Yes,” Hartley said. “Hop on the pad. I hear it’s going to be a great shoreleave!”

“I’m serious!”

“You’re seriously insane. I can’t promise this will work.”

“It’s got to,” Peterman said. “And I”ve got to be there, to get through to Ficker if brute force fails.”

“Brute force will not fail,” J’hana bristled.

“Humor me,” Peterman said, hopping up onto the transporter pad.

“You two are both touched in the head.”

“Agreeably so,” J’hana said. “Now energize!”

“I haven’t finished making the alterations!”

“Energize anyway!”



The figures of Harlan and Andy Baxter, along with Ashley Donovan, materialized in the aft conference room, just off the Tracker’s bridge.

“That was too easy,” Baxter said. “I can’t believe you guys can beam through shields.”

“It’s handy,” Ashley said. “In time, when Starfleet’s ready, we’ll give them the enhanced technology, so that they can…”

Just then, J’hana and Peterman materialized a couple meters away. For some reason, J’hana looked disappointed.

Peterman’s face lit up. “Andy!”

Baxter rushed to her, pulled her into his arms, and hugged her, then kissed her deeply on the mouth.

“Grdam time for this later,” Harlan muttered, chewing on his cigar.

“Honey,” Peterman whispered. “Why is your father here?”

“Long story,” Baxter said.

“Don’t we have a rescue to get to?” Ashley pointed out.

“Of course,” Baxter said, drawing his phaser and setting out into the corridor that connected the conference room and the bridge.

“Nice outfit,” J’hana said, grinning at Ashley and patting her buttocks as they left the conference room.

“Do that again and I kill you. I mean it.”

“I’m counting on it.”

The doors to the bridge opened and Baxter froze in his tracks.

He stopped so suddenly that Harlan and Peterman slammed into him.

“Whrthfcks wrong with you boy?” Harlan asked, then looked over Baxter’s shoulder. “Fck!”

“They’re gone!” Ashley exclaimed, glancing around the bridge.

J’hana raced to the nearby tactical console. “I’ll see if I can use the internal sensors to…” She looked up. “Good news, or bad news?”

“Bad news,” Baxter muttered, walking up to join J’hana.

“Ficker and Kimmel are not on the ship. But thirty-six people were just beamed to Cargo Bay Two.”

“That’s the complement of the Idlewild…” Ashley said, and locked glances with Harlan.

“What’s the good news?” Baxter asked hopefully.

J’hana pointed to a ruddy Browning planet on the viewscreen that suddenly loomed larger and closer on the screen.

“We’re on a collision course with Falkath Three, and I can’t seem to undo it.”

“And that’s GOOD news?” Ashley exclaimed.

“Honorable death,” Peterman explained. “It’s all the rage on Andor.”

“Baxter to Idlewild,” Harlan Baxter said, shoving his cigar in his mouth. “Grt us the hll outta here!”

“Communications jammed!” J’hana replied, her hands racing over the tactical panel. She pounded it . “Bridge command is totally locked out!”

“Well, we’ve come too far, gone through too much, to let this deter us,” Baxter said. “I swear to all of you, we’ll find a way out of this!”

And the Tracker angled down, plunging toward the planet below.

“Ten seconds to impact!” J’hana shouted, as Peterman glared at Baxter.

“Well, then again…” Baxter said softly. “God help us…”



“I’m a genius,” Ficker said, pacing the bridge of the Idlewild, staring at the viewscreen, as a bound and angry Anna Kimmel sat curled in the chair behind the tactical console. “Computer, establish a subspace connection with the Salazar.”

The viewscreen crackled to life, shifting from a starscape to the image of Noyo Potsran, broad, green, and dapper dressed, big hands folded in front of him.

“You got some news for me, Ficker?”

Ficker stepped toward the screen. “I have news, all right. I’m now in control of the Idlewild.”

“And that’s supposed to impress me?”

“It’s the ship that’s been hounding you, matching you step for step in your efforts to acquire…” He angled his head back at Kimmel. “Her.”

“Section Thirty-One,” Potsran said, immediately understanding. “And you say you have control of the ship?”

“Yes. And it’s yours, along with Kimmel, if you promise me control of one of your holding companies. I want to be on top, Potsran. And I know you can do it for me. And I’m sure you’re willing to pay my asking price.”

“The ship is a nice bonus, but it’s immaterial compared to that girl,” Potsran said, stepping toward the screen. “You have no idea what she’s worth to us. Beam over with her immediately.”

A smile spread across Ficker’s face as he paced the bridge. “Just one more bit of news, Potsran. The Explorer people that beamed aboard the Tracker, as well as Admiral Baxter and his Section Thirty-One lackey…:”

“Yes?”

“Before I abandoned ship, I put them on a collision course with a nearby planet. They’ll all be gone within the next few minutes.”

Potsran laughed. “Good job, Ficker. You’re a lot nastier than I gave you credit for.”

“With a prize as big as the Orion Syndicate, I figured I had better prove my worth to you.”

“You’ve done well, Ficker. You…watch your back!” Potsran’s eyes went wide with alarm.

“I know, I know,” Ficker nodded. “Nobody in the Syndicate is to be trusted. I’ve heard that spiel before. Don’t…”

Then he realized the bridge was filled with a bright, golden glow.

He turned slowly, reluctantly, to see Anna Kimmel standing behind him, still pixie small, but now surrounded by a blinding halo of white light.

“You triggered it, you fool!” Potsran cried.

“T-triggered what?” Ficker asked, staggering backwards as Kimmel stepped toward him.

“A hell of a god complex,” Potsran said, then turned toward his helmsman. “Get us out of here! Maximum warp!”

Ficker turned toward the screen. “What about me?”

Potsran shrugged. “Say your prayers, Ficker!” And he disappeared from the viewscreen, as Kimmel stalked toward him, flames licking from her fingertips…



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



NEXT:



Everybody’s in a compromising situation as the Explorer races to save the Tracker from an imminent crash into a planet, while Anna Kimmel vents her frustrations at Alvin Ficker. Will anybody get out of this thing in one piece, or would it just be better to Track and Flee?




Track and Flee



STARFLEET ACADEMY SIXTEEN YEARS AGO



Soon-to-be Ensign Andy Baxter stepped out of the domed auditorium and onto the presidio at Starfleet Academy, where hundreds of graduates gathered in the noonday sun.

Formal addresses, convocation, and special ceremonies were still held in the auditorium, but it served as not much more than a dressing room for graduation, and had been that way for decades. Baxter attributed that to the coming of one Boothby, a man more full of wisdom than the finest professor at the Academy. A man who’d been groundskeeper at the Academy so long that even the most tenured professor could not remember a time when he was not there. Even the Vulcans, who were long-lived and had good memories.

“Baxter,” a voice called out as Baxter strolled down aisles between the rows of standing cadets, in full glossy red and black dress, trying to find his row.

Baxter turned to see Alvin Ficker standing on the end of one of the rows, waving to him.

“What the hell do you want, Ficker?”

Ficker put his hand out, smiling easily. “To put our differences aside, of course. What else could I want?”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” The last time Baxter and Ficker had spoken was two days ago, right after the final flight test, during which Baxter got a “D” and Ficker got the coveted “Third Place”

“Seriously, Baxter, I don’t know why you could possibly think ill of me. I didn’t rig your fighter to go off-course.”

Baxter glowered at Ficker. “I have my suspicions.”

“Are you really going to carry all that baggage with you?” Ficker asked. “Don’t you want to start off your Starfleet career with a fresh perspective, and a clean slate? No animosity?”

Baxter shrugged. “Not really.”

“Fine,” Ficker said, yanking his glasses off and cleaning them with the bottom of his uniform tunic. It was a routine that, behind his back, was referred to as “The Ficker Maneuver.” “You be that way. But while I move up the chain of command on the Yorktown, you’ll be stranded in Inventory for the rest of your life. It might do you well to make friends in high places. You’re going to need them.”

Baxter pushed past Ficker. “One thing I’ll never need, Ficker, is you. Go to hell.”

“You too!” Ficker called pleasantly after him.

Baxter pushed past Ficker, finding his row and poking his way by the other cadets, squeezing in between some red-headed boy and the snivelling Cadet Potter.

“Greetings cadets,” Academy Commandant Lezard said, taking the podium, staring out over the sea of newly minted Starfleet officers. The Benzite’s rebreather mask oozed vapors as he regarded the graduating class. “You’re all gathered here for a very important purpose. You’re about to embark on an exciting journey. A journey from which there’s no looking back. You’re Starfleet officers now. You’re going to explore. You’re going to boldly go where nobody’s gone before…”

Baxter nodded to himself, grinning at the Commandant’s inspirational speech. And that’s when he felt her eyes on him. When he turned and saw Cadet Kimmel several rows back smiling at him, nodding a greeting.

He nodded back, then faced front, determined not to miss anything Commandant Lezard had to say.



“…don’t you agree that’s important, boy?” Captain Harlan Baxter asked, peering over his glass of champagne at newly-minted Ensign Andy Baxter at the post-ceremony reception. The Legerdemain was still on deep-space duty, so his mother regretfully could not attend. But she sent her regards via subspace the previous day.

“What?” Baxter asked, glancing over Harlan’s shoulder at now- Ensign Kimmel, who chatted with Ensign Davies on the other side of the room.

“What Commandant Lezard said. About duty. Respecting authority.” He narrowed his eyes. “Were you even listening?”

“To every word,” Baxter said distantly.

Harlan snapped his fingers in front of Baxter’s face. “Snap to, boy! You’re a Starfleet officer now. Start acting like it.”

“Mhmmm,” Baxter said, gazing at Kimmel.

Harlan glanced back, following Baxter’s line of sight. “Kimmel.”

“Yeah, Dad,” Baxter said, and patted Harlan on the back. “I’m just going to go and…”

Harlan latched onto Baxter’s shoulder. He shoved him bodily through a nearby door into the adjacent room, a small kitchen where the catering staff were preparing appetizers and light fare for the reception.

“CLEAR THE ROOM!” Harlan snarled.

Seeing Harlan’s captain’s rank, the waitstaff quickly filed out, murmuring almost inaudibly amongst themselves.

“What’s your problem?” Baxter asked.

“What did I tell you about Kimmel, boy?” Harlan asked, pacing in front of Baxter. “When I tell you to do something, I expect you to do it. Up to and including steering well clear of Anna Kimmel.”

“Because she’d so obviously be a bad influence on me,” Baxter muttered. “She wouldn’t hurt anyone, Dad. She’s kind, sweet, decent…normal.”

“That’s what you think,” Harlan said abruptly.

Baxter cocked his head. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“Just that, in time son, you’ll learn that not everyone’s who they say they are. Including Kimmel. Including me.”

“Dad,” Baxter began. “You can’t think for a minute that I’m going to stay away from Anna Kimmel unless you give me a good reason to.”

“I gave you an order! That’s a god damned good enough reason to—” Harlan lurched forward, clearly about to launch into another tirade. Then he pulled back. His look softened. He sighed, then looked up at the ceiling. He reached into a pocket on his hip and drew out a cigar. Sparking it with an as-yet unseen lighter and putting it in his mouth. He puffed and looked around aimlessly. “Fkkit, boyah. Ya dssrven explntn.”

“I do?” Baxter asked, surprised he’d won so easily.

“Yeah,” Harlan said, pulling out the cigar as he puffed a waft of smoke Baxter’s way. “So here goes. Kimmel is not what she appears to be. Actually, she’s more. A whole lot more…”



That conversation replayed in Baxter’s mind, more or less in its entirety, as the U.S.S. Tracker sailed toward Falkath Three, the flames of atmospheric entry burning at the edges of her hull.

“Ten seconds to impact!” J’hana shouted.

Captain Baxter and Counselor Peterman gripped each other as the planet on the Tracker’s viewscreen loomed large and close.

“Andy, I….”

“I do too,” Baxter said, squeezing Peterman harder as he watched the ruddy brown continent below rush toward them on the viewscreen. Baxter felt like an orbital skydiver free-falling to a planet. The only difference was that instead of flying down with a traction parachute, he was riding a flaming starship that was most certainly not going to glide to a soft landing.

“Atmospheric entry!” J’hana called out. “Impact in four, three, two…”

Baxter pulled Peterman close, his eyes squinting shut, bracing for the impact he knew was to come.

But none came. Did he miss it? Did it happen so fast he was already dead?

Tenatively, he winked one eye open.

“I’ll be damned,” Harlan said.

There, holding at a steady distance, was the rust-colored underbrush that covered two-thirds of Falkath Three. On the viewscreen, Baxter could even see the underbrush waving slightly in the breeze.

“This is a surprise,” Ashley said noncommitally.

“It’s not a surprise to me,” J’hana said grumpily. “The Great Hive Mother has often teased me by opening her chubby arms to me. But has she ever taken me home? Never. Fwark this. I wanted to die.”

Peterman glared back at her. “Well I for one am glad we’re not dead.”

“But how…” Baxter said.

“Intervention from above,” Harlan said, and popped in his cigar. “Nw lts gedda fck rrta here.”



MOMENTS EARLIER. . .



“The Idlewild is holding at a position near Falkath Three,” Tilleran said from the science console. “The Tracker is…it looks like her orbit is decaying. She’s heading toward the planet!”

“Tractor beam!” Richards called out.

“We’re not in range,” Ensign Trent Layne said from tactical. He was usually the relief helmsperson, but the bridge had been a hectic place of late.

Richards turned toward the helm. “Get us in range. Susan, full impulse!”

“The two Orion ships are moving off,” Layne said. “They’re entering warp!”

“We have more important things to worry about. Grab that ship, Ensign!”

“In range in thirty seconds,” Layne said.

“What’s the Idlewild doing?” Richards asked.

“Nothing, I…” Tilleran said, then her face blanked. “I…by Providence, what the hells is going on over there!”

Richards glanced back at her. “What do you mean?”

“Somebody…something….big…” Tilleran said, and pitched, bracing herself on her console. She shook her head dizzily. “I…I’ve never felt anything like it.”

Browning raced up to the science console to check on Tilleran, while, on the viewscreen, the Tracker, red with the heat of reentry, loomed on the screen.

“Tracker in tractor beam range,” Layne said. “Man, that’s hard to say.”

“Stay on the ball, Layne. Lock on before we get caught in that planet’s gravity well!” Richards ordered.

Layne tapped a control, and a blue beam lashed out at the Tracker, then quickly died. A panel in the back of the bridge exploded as sparks shot out.

“Tractor beam inoperable!” Layne called out. He looked at his screen. “In addition to about a dozen other things.”

“Transporters!” Richards ordered.

“They were temporarily disabled when we reconfigured them to beam through the Tracker’s shields,” Layne said. “Lieutenant Commander Hartley reports it’ll be at least twenty minutes before they’re back up.”

“What about the Tracker?” Browning asked, hands protectively on Tilleran’s shoulders as she glanced back at Richards.

“They’ll hit the planet in ten seconds.”

“Christopher! Do something!”

“Like what? I’ve only got ten seconds.”

Richards stared helplessly at the viewscreen as the Tracker tumbled toward the viewscreen. “Hail the Idlewild. Damn it, I don’t know what’s going on over there. But if they’re in any condition to render assistance, they’ve got to…”



“Nice captain…that’s a good captain…” Alvin Ficker said nervously as he backed away from a bright, glowing Anna Kimmel, who stalked toward him angrily.

“My ship, my friends. You’d kill them?” she asked, actually sounding rather conversational, and as sure of herself as she’d ever sounded.

“I…it was an accident!”

“You accidentally rigged the ship to crash into a planet, and locked out all the flight controls?”

“You know, I’m really not comfortable talking to you in your current, eh, state….I think it’s best for all involved that I talk to a Federation Magistrate to sort all this out. I hear there’s a nice interdimensional being in a nearby system who can serve as arbiter. Good guy and all.”

“We’re way beyond magistrates, Ficker,” Kimmel intoned, and reached her hand out at Ficker, suqeezing it into a fist.

“Wh-what are you doing?”

“Undoing your dirty work,” she said, and squeezed her eyes shut, concentrating hard. “There. The Tracker is out of danger.”

“That’s nice for them,” Ficker said, tiptoeing backward, toward the aft turbolift. “You’re tired. You’ve had a …rough time of it. Why don’t you have a nap, and I’ll just go belowdecks and…putter about or something?”

Kimmel waved a hand at Ficker, slamming him against the bridge bulkhead. He landed on the deck in a crumpled heap.

“I must get to them,” the glowing Kimmel said, and she strode toward the turbolift, stepping over Ficker in the process. “Pray you never see me again, Ficker.”

She stepped into the turbolift. “Basement,” she said, and the doors closed.

Ficker was just coming to when he heard a great commotion from behind the turbolift doors. Sounds like metal rending, twisting, being shorn. Then the unmistakable “woosh” of decompression. It made the doors shake.

And he looked up, groggy and confused, as, on the viewscreen, a tiny, cylindrical turbolift flew by, aimed right at Falkath Three below.



“C’mon, hop down. I’ll catch you!” Baxter said, standing in the knee-high underbrush of Falkath Three as Counselor Peterman looked down skeptically from the maintenance hatch of the oddly hovering Nova- class starship, which held position–saucer pointed down–roughly six meters above the surface of the planet.

“I’m coming!” Peterman said. “Just give me a minute to gather myself.”

“Fear is your enemy, Counselor. Be not a wuss!” J’hana called encouragingly from her perch on a nearby rock.

“Hurry up,” Harlan said from behind Baxter. Peterman was the last one to get off the ship, waiting even until the thirty-six crewmembers from the Idlewild that Ficker had beamed to the Tracker, and the half-dozen Betazoids rescued from the Orion ship had hopped out of the escape hatch. It was more from fear of heights than lack of chivalry on anyone’s part.

“We’ll have to leave her,” Ashley Donovan said with a chuckle, as the crowd of personnel milled about, making their way into the Falkath underbrush.

“Oh, that’s just about enough out of you!” Peterman growled, and leapt out of the hatch, dropping into Baxter’s waiting arms.

He set her down next to him and looked around. “People…I think it would be wise if we made a hasty retreat.”

“Agreed,” Harlan said. “Ain’t no telling how long this thing’s going to be hoverin’ here like this.”

“Move,” Ashley said, pushing Baxter and Peterman ahead of her, leading the way ahead of the Idlewild crew and Betazoids, drawing a glare from Peterman.

The group hoofed their way along a vast plain that seemed to encompass the entire continent they’d landed on. There was no obvious indigenous life on Falkath Three.

“Faster,” Harlan ordered, nowhere near as out of breath as his son.

Baxter glanced fearfully over his shoulder. “Ummmm…”

The Tracker sat there, perched awkwardly, pointed like a dagger right at the planet’s surface, just hovering. Then it started to shake.

“GO!” Baxter shouted, and the group broke into a run.

The captain glanced back just long enough to see the Tracker flop backwards, her saucer slamming heavily into the ground with a deafening thud, sending a soft tremor down along the plains.

Dust kicked up. The whine of twisting duranium echoed along the plains.

“Not a moment too soon,” Peterman said softly. “What a close call.”

“Here comes another one!” J’hana poitned, as what seemed to be a flaming meteor came roaring out of the sky towards them.

The group spread like rats after a light’s turned on, diving into the underbrush as the flaming object slammed hard into the ground right near them, casting off smoke and the smell of burning metal.

Baxter leaned up, coughing. The black, twisted hunk was roughly cylindrical. And it had a pair of doors.

The doors creaked open, and Anna Kimmel, looking petite and harmless, hopped out.

“Wow, that was a close call.”

“You don’t see that everyday,” J’hana said, her antennae twisting.

“Ohhhhhhh man!” Anna exclaimed. “My ship!”

“Smashed,” Harlan said, staring long and hard at Anna.

“Did I do that?” she asked, eyes wide.

“No,” Baxter said. “But I’ve got a few words for the man who did.” Just then, J’hana’s combadge bleeped.

“Richards to J’hana. Everybody okay down there?”

She just shrugged silently.

“Everyone’s fine, Chris,” Baxter said, looking at Kimmel. “More or less. Now beam us up. We’ve got…a thing.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 57256. The Explorer remains in orbit of Falkath Three, engineering teams racing to complete repairs to our engines and defensive systems. The pitched battle with the Tracker and the Orion frigates took their toll, but Lt. Commander Hartley tells me we’ll be operational inside of a couple hours.

Meanwhile, I’ve gathered the senior staff to discuss…a thing…that we’ve got to deal with. Something that Starfleet, maybe nobody, is going to be able to help us with.

Let’s hope they understand. Because I’m not even sure I do.



“Thanks for coming, everybody,” Baxter said, leaning tiredly against the front of the conference table as he looked out at all the faces gathered in the crowded bridge conference room.

His people were there: Peterman, Richards, Browning, J’hana, Tilleran and Hartley. Mirk too, at Baxter’s request.

Baxter glanced at Richards, an briefly wondered how it was that he was back in a Starfleet uniform. Last time they talked, Richards was adamant that he wanted to pursue more artistic avenues. He needed to have a long talk with Richards, but now wasn’t the time.

His father and Ashley Donovan were there as well. And then there was Anna. She sat at the end of the table, perched forward, elbows on knees, staring down at the table, glancing up at him every now and then with a flustered look. She didn’t understand her power anymore than Baxter did, and he’d be foolish to expect her to. There were only two people who did understand, and one of them was his father, who simply puffed on his cigar, chair angled to face the windows.

“Obviously, a lot has happened in the last twenty-four hours,” Butler said. Had it only been that long? It seemed like a week. A month.

“You can say that again,” Richards said, leaning forward. “Now don’t get me wrong, I’m glad you’re here, but mind telling me how you survived that crash?”

Baxter stared at Anna.

Harlan pulled his cigar out. “That information, boy, is on a need- to-know…”

“Anna Kimmel,” Baxter said. “She stopped the Tracker from crashing. Saved us all.”

“Well, that makes sense,” Browning said, raising her eyebrows. “Wait a minute…no it doesn’t.”

“Mind telling us how?” Hartley asked, avoiding eye-contact with Kimmel. “Because last time I checked, most of us had a hard time stopping falling ships with our minds.”

“Anna’s special,” Baxter said. “She’s…”

“Boy…” Harlan rumbled. Ashley Donovan, for her part, just looked on, amused.

“They’re in this mess with us, Dad, whether you like it or not. My crew deserves to know what the stakes are.”

Harlan shoved his cigar back in his mouth and turned back toward the windows. “Fffrgrowlgrp.”

“So what ARE the stakes, Andy?” Peterman asked, seated right by him at the conference table.

Baxter took a deep breath. “Most of you know that my father has been in Starfleet at least as long as most of us have been alive. A little less than forty years ago, he was the executive officer on the Starship Mercury. The Mercury was a science vessel that was assigned to a research facility on Zendab Four.”

“Frve.”

“Right, Dad. It was Zendab Five.”

“Need I remind you, you’re sharing information that’s classfied Alpha Level One. Not even the Commander-in-Chief knows the whole story,” Ashley said, but didn’t sound that worried about it.

“You care?”

She shrugged. “It’s your ship. You’re the boss.”

“Right, well, while stationed on the Mercury, my dad met a woman named Maura Drake. Doctor Drake was working on human cognitive potential.”

Tilleran nodded. “I’ve studied Drake’s work. She was trying to develop a way to access the unused parts of the human brain.” She glanced reluctantly at Kimmel. “According to the science journals, she was never successful.”

“That’s not altogether true,” Baxter said. “She…she did succeed, a lot more than she thought possible. But she never documented her efforts.”

“Frkn Orions,” Harlan mumbled.

“The Orions got to her. Told her that she’d have to turn over her research as soon as it was completed, that the Syndicate would get proprietary rights to what would have been revolutionary technology.”

“So she faked the data,” Tilleran said, and her eyes widened. “She falsified her results!”

“But she was still a scientist at heart. She wanted to preserve her discovery, protect it. So she hid it in the only place she could think.”

Kimmel grinned awkwardly. “Me.”

“She used my dad’s….” Baxter shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. “Well, dad contributed the…”

“Gaver some stuffinacup,” Harlan muttered.

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “In nine months, Anna Kimmel was born.”

Peterman’s eyes grew wide. “She’s your SISTER!!?”

Browning turned to Kimmel. “You’re forty years old!? You don’t look a day over twenty-six!””

Kimmel shrugged. “It’s a genetic thing, I guess. And I moisturize, a little.”

The conference room erupted into whispers and gasps.

Baxter held up his hands. “Hey! Guys! Over here.” The conversation eventually died down. Baxter looked around at his staff. “Anna was sent to live with a foster family. Given a false identity. Maura Drake took an inconspicuous deep space assignment, planning on never being heard from again. The less visible she was, the less chance she’d be bothered by the Orions. A year later, my dad met my mom. Two years later, they were married. Three years later, I was born.” He couldn’t take his eyes off Kimmel. “And I was never told about Anna Kimmel. Until I met her at Starfleet Academy.”

“Frkn coincidences,” Harlan mumbled.

“You were attracted to your own SISTER!?” Peterman exclaimed.

Richards glared at him. “Andy!”

Kimmel glanced up, raising her eyebrows and grinning.

“I didn’t know she was my sister!” Baxter shot back. “And honey, please, stop trying to help me.”

“I wasn’t trying to help,” Peterman said, folding her arms.

“Only when I forced the issue, when I asked my father why I was forbidden to associate with this Cadet Kimmel, was I told the truth. And so, I left her alone. Nearly fifteen years later, she was put in charge of the U.S.S. Tracker.”

“Section Thirty-One has known of the Zendab Project since it’s very inception. We helped fund the damn thing,” Ashley Donovan said, leaning forward, folding her hands on the conference table. “When we learned of a renewed interest on the part of the Orion Syndicate in digging up Maura Drake’s research and bringing it to fruition, we made contact with Admiral Baxter and let him know that his…secret could be in jeopardy.”

“So they transferred Kimmel to the Explorer project. Made her captain of the Tracker so that my father could keep a close eye on her,” Baxter said. This part was more supposition than fact, but it made sense. He’d never thought to ask his father why he’d put Kimmel in charge of the Tracker. Part of him always thought it was a sense of paternal pride, of protectiveness. But all it had really been was strategy.

“So your father’s disappearance…” Peterman looked from Baxter to Harlan.

“The Orions were stepping up their efforts to get at Maura Drake,” Ashley said. “So Thirty-One assigned myself and the Idlewild to help Admiral Baxter find her before the Syndicate did.”

“And I take it you haven’t managed to do that yet,” J’hana said.

“Brg glxy,” Harlan muttered.

“The Borg? What do the Borg have to do with anything?” Hartley asked.

“BIG,” Harlan said, pulling out his cigar. “It’s a big galaxy!”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “And I’d say it’s safe to say the secret about Anna Kimmel is out.”

All eyes turned to the diminutive, youthful-looking captain at the other end of the table.

“I think my omnipotence is showing,” she said sheepishly. “When I found out Ficker had tried to kill you all….I kinda blew up.”

Mirk stirred, raising his eyebrows at the use of the word “omnipotence.”

Tilleran nodded. “I know. I felt it. That’s what’s gave me the mother of all migraines.”

Ashley looked at Harlan. “That hadn’t been anticipated. The genetic sequence in Anna’s brain engrams was designed to be passive. There should be no symptoms of cognitive progression.”

“I’d say the engrams are pretty damned active,” Baxter said. “She stopped the Tracker from crashing with a thought.”

“I think I kinda glowed too,” Kimmel said. “My memory’s kind of funny on that part.”

“I’d like to get her into the lab,” Tilleran said, looking back at Kimmel. “If you don’t mind.”

“Agreed,” Ashley said. “We have to find out if this is going to be a recurrence of her… enhanced ability.”

“Very well,” Baxter said. “But be gentle. Let’s remember, she’s a person, not a science project.”

“So to speak,” Kimmel shrugged.

“You’re every bit as human as any of us,” Baxter said.

“With the added bonus of being able stop a starship from crashing with a thought,” Ashley said. “Fun!”

“What about Ficker?” Peterman asked. “Any idea where he went?”

At this Baxter clenched his fists, gritting his teeth angrily.

Richards shrugged. “The Idlewild cloaked and left the system shortly before the Tracker crashed. We were in no shape to give chase.”

“And with the Idlewild’s sophisticated cloak, you’d have had no chance of finding her anyway,” Ashley said. “But Alvin Ficker doesn’t pose the key threat here. The Orions do. They left, probably after detecting the…change…in Captain Kimmel. You can be certain they’ll be back.”

“Or they’ve gone to continue the search for Maura Drake,” Baxter said.

Harlan pointed his cigar at Baxter for emphasis. “We’re sure as hell finding her before they do.”

“Then that’s our next move,” Baxter said. “Once we get back up and running, we continue the search for Doctor Drake.”

Ashley leaned back in her chair. “And if you know what’s good for you, we’ll maintain radio silence. No contact with Starfleet Command. We can’t afford to risk the Orions tracking our position. They’ll send a fleet after us to get Kimmel.”

“Why not just get another Section Thirty-One ship?” Hartley asked. “They’re more capable of dealing with this sort of thing, aren’t they?”

“Section Thirty-One will stay out of the loop from here on out,” Ashley said. “We can’t risk talking to them any more than we can Starfleet.”

“There’s more to it than that, isn’t there?” Baxter asked.

Ashley said nothing.

“They want Kimmel as badly as the Orions do,” Baxter said. “It only makes sense. Think of the benefits to having a contingent of omnipotent operatives. If they could figure out how to adapt Drake’s research, nothing would stand in their way.”

“Your father and I have agreed,” Ashley said. “That can’t happen. Nobody can be trusted with this information. If it gets into the wrong hands, we could have a disaster of cataclysmic proportions on our hands. Which is why we really are on our own in this.”

“You Section Thirty-One folks are incredibly loyal,” Richards muttered.

“By the end of the day, I’m not going to be the only disloyal person in the room,” Ashley said. “We all are. Make no mistake, stopping this technology from getting into the wrong hands is more important than any oath we’ve made. To Section Thirty-One or to Starfleet.”

Baxter sighed. “I figured it would come to that.” He looked around the room. “Anybody object to that?”

The room was silent for a moment.

J’hana spoke up. “Frankly, sir, I’ve always wondered why the fwark we ever bothered following orders to begin with.”

“If anyone’s suited to undermine Starfleet and f*** up totally, it’s us,” Hartley agreed.

A slow, uncertain smile spread across Baxter’s face. “Then we know what to do. Anna, go with Commander Tilleran and Doctor Browning. They’re going to run some tests on you.”

“What about my crew?” Anna asked, standing and heading for the door as Tilleran, and Browning also rose from their seats.

Baxter blinked. He looked at Richards.

“They’re back on Breken Four,” Richards said. “We also beamed down Dr. Wilcox and a small security team down there a few hours ago.”

“Have we gotten a report from the away team yet?” Baxter asked.

“I instructed them to sit tight until we got back,” Richards said.

“Then as soon as we’re warp-capable, we’ll go to Breken Four and pick up the away team.”

“We’ll need to arrange for someone to pick up the Tracker crew,” Ashley said. “Someone we can trust.”

“I’ve got someone in mind,” Baxter said thoughtfully. “Meanwhile, someone from security will show you and my father to quarters.” He narrowed his eyes at them. “Separate quarters. Dismissed, people. You all know what to do…or not do, as it were.”

The room emptied. Peterman lingered a moment, watching Baxter curiously. Mirk stood up and headed over to the end of the table where Baxter stood, and Peterman took her cue to exit.

“I take it you didn’t invite me here to cater the after-party,” Mirk said.

Baxter nodded. “You remember about a month ago when you were apprehended by a couple of Starfleet Intelligence officers inside the Bermuda Expanse?”

“Of course. They were interrogating me about my powers…”

“That was the Idlewild,” Baxter said. “My Dad told me. They’ve been studying the Bermuda Expanse, and several ‘Redlands’ areas where the Critics once dwelled, throughout the neighboring sectors.”

Mirk immediately drew the connection. “Do they think this Doctor’s research is somehow tied to the Directors?”

“Something I didn’t tell everyone,” Baxter said, leaning against the back of his chair. “Doctor Drake wasn’t just trying to create a higher- thinking human. She wanted to create the first omnipotent human being.”

“Your people aren’t ready for omnipotence,” Mirk said quickly.

“And yours are?” Baxter asked, actually chuckling.

“That’s a debate for another time. Whatever the case, this Doctor’s research upsets the natural order. The balance between good and evil. And once that balance is thrown off, nobody–no thing–is safe.”

Baxter stopped chuckling. “Basically, we’re talking about the destruction of the universe as we know it.”

Mirk shook his head in disbelief. “And that tiny woman could cause it.”

“Not on my watch,” Baxter said, and draped an arm over Mirk’s shoulder, ushering him toward the door.

“You actually think we can do something to stop it?”

“We’re damned sure going to find out. Try to contact the Directors again. Meditate. Do whatever you can, use whatever resources you need.”

“I’ve tried, Captain, but I just can’t seem to…”

“Try harder,” Baxter said. “Our whole existence may ride on…”

Baxter was cut-off in mid-sentence. Before Mirk could react, he found himself alone, in a gazebo, overlooking a busy street-corner somewhere on Earth.

He sat on a wooden bench, watching the sun beat down on the asphalt, as old-style automobiles and horse-drawn carriages puttered by.

Jazz music fluttered out from the open door of a nearby bar, and he suddenly felt two strong, comforting hands rubbing his shoulders.

“First omnipotent human. Shows what he knows,” the voice cooed in his ear.

“You,” Mirk said, twisting around.

There she was, blonde and trim, dressed head to toe in a stately, gleaming, hip-hugging party dress, a cigarette lazily dangling from between her fingers. “Don’t kid yourself Mirk. You aren’t up for this. Maybe you were, at one time. But that was a different life for you.”

“What are you doing here?” Mirk asked, leaping from the bench and turning on the Goddess. “Are you mixed up in this?”

The Goddess yawned and draped herself on the bench, propping up her feet, dropping one foot off over the side, stiletto heel dangling playfully from one toe. “You really have no idea how human affairs bore me, do you? Silly Mirk. I’m no more mixed up in this than you are. And, unlike you, I’d like to keep it that way.”

“The Universe…”

“Please!” the Goddess giggled. “That’s just one Universe. There are plenty of others. Although I will miss Georgia. That particular part of your Universe is so lovely this time of year.” She shrugged. “Then again, that’s why I have my own Georgia here. And THIS one has Harry Connick, Junior. You can’t say the same for your Georgia. Which means it’s expendable.”

“My Universe is not expendable!” Mirk exclaimed.

“To me it is. Really, don’t paint me as the villain, Mirk. You know me better than that. I’m just not…interested. Find some of those eyeballs to play in your silly little game. I bore far to easily.”

“The Directors? You know where they are?”

“I can’t say I care,” the Goddess said. “But I do care about you, Mirk. Almost aas much as I love Georgia. That’s why I brought you here.”

“I’m feeling a sense of deja vu,” Mirk muttered.

“What can I say? When I want something, I’m fairly persistent about getting it.”

“Well you can forget about ‘getting’ me,” Mirk said. “If you won’t help me save the Universe, then send me back to the Explorer so I can have a chance to help those people.”

The Goddess leaned up, took Mirk’s hand. She didn’t look bored anymore. Her eyes implored. “Don’t you see, you silly boy? That’s just the thing. You can’t help those people. That little Kimmel person is more omnipotent than you at this point. Of course, she’s bound to self-destruct eventually, but that’s not my problem, is it?”

“Send me back now.”

“This is your last chance, Mirk. I don’t take well to rejection.”

“I think I made it fairly clear the last time I saw you that I don’t want or need your help. Get me out of here.”

“You really don’t understand me, Mirk,” the Goddess said, and stood up. “I don’t think you understand anything.”

“I said send me back.”

“Have it your way. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

She leaned in, and with breath that felt like a thousand summers, she breathed softly in Mirk’s ear. “Still…despite my better judgment…I wish you luck, Mirk.” And she kissed his cheek.

“…our ability to stop the Orions from getting control of Drake’s research. The Directors may be able to help us with that.” Baxter paused, looking in Mirk’s eyes. They looked glassy, distant. He waved a hand in front of Mirk’s face. “Anybody home?””

Mirk blinked. “Yes, sir, I was just, uh…I was deep in thought.”

“Well keep thinking. And find a way to contact the Directors ASAP.”

“That may be easier said than done,” Mirk said, and followed Baxter out of the conference room.



Baxter sat in the command chair, watching thoughtfully as Breken Four came into view on the screen.

He glanced back at J’hana. “Lieutenant, contact the away team and let them know we’re here to pick them up.”

J’hana nodded and tapped at her panel. “Explorer to Doctor Wilcox. Please respond.”

“We left them down there for about a day,” Peterman said. “They’re probably not going to be too pleased.”

“I imagine we didn’t have a choice,” Baxter said. “Tilleran, keep an eye on the sensors. I don’t want the Orions sneaking up on us again like they did last time.”

“Sir, Doctor Wilcox confirms she’s more than ready to return to the ship. Her exact words were ‘It’s about frigging time.’”

“Ah, glad the good doctor is happy to see us,” Baxter muttered. “Drop shields, J’hana. Bridge to transporter room two. Lock onto the away team and beam them up.”

Richards shifted in his seat beside Baxter. “We probably shouldn’t stay in one place for too long.”

Baxter nodded as he shared a look with Peterman. “I’m inclined to agree. We’ll leave as soon as we complete the offloading of nonessential personnel.”

“The what?”

“We’re not taking anyone along on this wild goosechase that we don’t have to. There are families aboard, Chris. We’re not dragging them into this.”

Richards nodded. “Yeah. Good point.”

“You should probably make some kind of statement, Andy,” Peterman said.

“Yeah. I’m SO good at that.” Baxter shook his head, then punched a control on the arm of the command chair. “Captain Baxter to all hands. I’ll keep this simple. Due to…some technical difficulties we’re experiencing, we’re going to need to evacuate the ship for an extended period of time. I’m asking that all non-essential personnel report to Cargo Bay One for immediate evac down to the surface of Breken Four.”

Peterman let out a breath. “Nice job, Andy. Short but…”

“This means, of course, that pilates and tae-bo in the athletic center are canceled, as well as the poetry slam on Deck Twelve, and the lemur exhibit in the arboretum. Please evacuate….uh…quickly, without shoving. Don’t worry about us. The ship won’t explode or anything. Yet. This is just a….minor…pit stop we have to make because of….things with the ship…that are….wrong. Have a nice, er, time. Baxter out.”

Peterman and Richards both stared at Baxter.

“What?” he asked. “I can feel your looks on me.”

“Guess you never heard of the phrase ‘keep it simple, stupid?’”

“You’re calling me stupid?”

Richards stared at the ceiling. “It’s an expression.”

“Well, you’re right, I’ve never heard of it, dumbass” Baxter said. “Anyway, job done. Kelly, why don’t you get belowdecks and supervise the evac. I want everyone beamed down before the Aerostar gets here.”

“The Aerostar?” Richards asked. “They’re coming?”

Baxter nodded. “Conway’s not happy about it, but he agreed to meet us here and pick up our non-essential crew, as well as the people from the Tracker and the Idlewild.”

“I can only imagine his reaction,” Peterman muttered, as she stood and headed for the turbolift.

“Starfleet’s going to want to question our people,” Richards said.

“And they’ll find they know nothing. Not much different than us, actually.”

“I can’t believe Conway was so willing to go along with that,” Richards said, shaking his head.

“Conway’s been with us a long time. Beneath that irascible, nasty veneer, is a former member of our family. He’ll help us out.”

“Speaking of family, Andy, I…”

“Now’s really not the time, Chris.” Baxter appreciated Richards’s concern, and interest in his relationship to Kimmel, but there just wasn’t time. “I’m going down to the lab. You’ve got the bridge. Have Doctor Wilcox and Ensign Keefler report for debriefing as soon as they’re aboard.”

Richards watched him leave, then sat as the bridge fell silent, save for the bleeping of consoles and the officers moving from station to station.

“She really doesn’t look forty, does she?” J’hana asked idly.

“Back to your station, J’hana,” Richards mumbled.



Baxter found Kimmel sitting on the edge of an examination table in Science Lab One, wearing a blue medical gown and swinging her legs.

Tilleran and Browning stood on either side of her. Tilleran examined her tricorder as Browning checked the biometric readings displayed on the panel behind Kimmel.

“Well?” Baxter asked, looking from Tilleran to Browning.

“This gown itches,” Kimmel said with a giggle, shifting a bit on the table.

“She’s a perfectly normal human being, Andy,” Browning said in a low voice, nodding toward the back corner of the lab. Baxter followed her there, and Tilleran joined them.

“I’ve picked up nothing telepathically,” Tilleran whispered.

“There aren’t even any traces of those brain engrams you mentioned,” Browning said. “You’d think there’d be some evidence she had, you know…a ‘god mode.’”

“She was never meant to activate ‘god mode,’” Baxter said, looking back at Kimmel. “And the alterations to her genetic code were never meant to be found.”

Tilleran flipped her tricorder closed with a sigh of frustration. “Then it’s going to be awfully hard to try to predict or control whatever’s happening to her. Not if there isn’t some trace of genetic evidence.”

“I’m sure that evidence will be more than apparent when and if she experiences another outburst like that last one.”

“Perhaps,” Tilleran said. “But by then it may be too late to do anything about it.”

Browning nodded silently, and Baxter walked back over to Kimmel, putting a hand on her shoulder. “How are you holding up?

She shrugged. “Fine, considering I’m on my way to becoming Supergirl.”

“I think it’s more like Wonder Woman,” Baxter said with a smile. “But we don’t know if any of this will actually happen…again.” He took a breath. “Look, have you, uh….had any experiences like this before?”

“Where my powers suddenly…showed up?” Kimmel shook her head. “No. Not since…well, you know.”

“Yeah. Yeah. I know.”



U.S.S. SECONDPRIZE NINE YEARS AGO



Lieutenant Andy Baxter sat in Seven-Backward, staring at the onrushing stars as he sipped his drink and thought about the future.

“Drinking alone again?” Trinian, Seven-Backward’s bartender, asked, tipping her wide, round hat and setting another drink in front of Baxter.

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “It makes it harder for Commander Baird and Ensign Mulligan to put super red hot sauce in my drink, if there’s nobody around to distract me.”

“You’ve had a tough time on this ship, haven’t you, Lieutenant?” Trinian asked thoughtfully.

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “I guess I have. Not exactly command material, you know?”

“You’ve met our first officer, right?”

“Commander Dillon?” Baxter said. “No, but I hear he’s a great man.”

“From who?” she asked, pulling up a seat beside Baxter.

“Well, from him. Well, not him directly…just what I read in his autobiography.”

“Autobiography?”

“A draft version. It’s on the ship’s information net. Along with Commander Jaroch’s studies of Breen insect larvae. Interesting reading.”

“I hope you’re talking about the larvae. Look, I wouldn’t really trust what Commander Dillon has to say about himself. He’s….not one of the more highly respected people on the ship. Although you’d never hear that from him.”

“How’s he able to carry out his duties as first officer if nobody respects him, and he’s not even aware of it?”

Trinian shrugged. “I don’t really know. But it’s never seemed to be a problem.”

Baxter nodded. “Yeah. Well, I can only hope to turn out half as good as Dillon.”

“I think you can set your sights a little higher than that, Lieutenant.”

Baxter beamed. “Captain Rydell?”

Trinian laughed, stood up, and patted Baxter’s back. “Don’t get carried away, now. Have a nice night, Andy.”

“Thanks,” Baxter said, and shrugged. “Not a problem.” He grinned, just as his combadge chirped.

“Hawkins to Baxter.”

Oooh, a bridge officer!

“Yes, Lieutenant?”

“You’re needed in Cargo Bay Three. The U.S.S. Dublin has arrived to transfer some supplies and the captain asked for a manifest report as soon as possible, so we can get on to our next destination.”

“The captain, huh?” Baxter rubbed his chin. “Did he mention me specifically?”

“Nope. I don’t think he’s even aware that we HAVE an inventory office.”

“Oh,” Baxter said. “Well, could you, um, let him know that we do?”

“Nope. Off you go. Thanks, Lieutenant!”

Baxter’s shoulders fell. “Yeah, anytime.” He tossed back the last of his drink and stood up, just as his eyes watered and red-hot fire burned through his mouth. He looked around angrily. “Okay, guys, where are you? How’d you DO that?”



Still wondering how Baird and Mulligan snuck up on him, Baxter arrived at the cargo bay, padd in hand.

The doors cranked open to admit him, and he stepped through, just as the transporter came to life, beaming in several large, cubic cargo containers.

“That’s the last of it,” a familiar voice said from behind one of the containers.

The Ensign at the transporter controls nodded, deactivated the cargo transporter, and stepped out of the cargo bay.

Baxter walked around the row of containers, gasping as he saw Anna Kimmel, now also a lieutenant, hunched over and scanning the item number off one of the containers onto her padd.

“Anna!” he cried out, and knelt down, pulling her into a hug.

“Andy!” she exclaimed, hugging him back. They broke from the hug and stared at each other a long moment. “You’re a lieutenant now? Congrats!”

“Same to you,” Baxter said. “Yeah, things are great.”

“With me too,” Kimmel nodded.

They both sat there nodding a moment. Then, as one, their shoulders fell.

“It’s not really that great,” Baxter said.

“Yeah, same here,” Kimmel said. “People call me Klutzy Kimmel.”

“That’s downright complimentary compared to some stuff I’ve heard.”

“Is it just me, or is this Starfleet stuff not what the brochure advertised?”

“It is,” Baxter said, thinking of Dillon. “For SOME people.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Well, we’re young yet. There’s always a chance we’ll get a lucky break.”

“You think?”

“It’s entirely possible. We can’t both be cursed with luck THAT horrible,” Kimmel said with a giggle, as a cargo barrel from a shelf up above tipped over, and came crashing down toward Baxter’s head.

Baxter glanced up, eyes wide. Time seemed to slow down.

“NO!” Kimmel shouted, and the cargo container stopped midair, inches from Baxter’s head.

Baxter stared at it. Then looked back at Kimmel. “Anna…”

“Andy, I….what the hell?”

Baxter sidestepped away from the container, just as Kimmel blinked, and the container smashed into the deck.

“I can’t believe it,” Baxter said to himself. “Dad was right.”

“Hawkins to Baxter,” the comm system suddenly bleeped. “I just registered a huge energy surge. Everything okay down there?”

“Baxter here. Everything’s fine. Must have been a sensor glitch.”

“Right. Well, I’ll send someone down to check things out anyway. Hawkins out.”

Kimmel sunk down onto the fallen cargo barrel, sitting on it as she stared at her hands. “How the heck did I do that?” She looked at Baxter. “And why aren’t you more surprised?”

“Because I….well…because there’s some stuff you should know, Anna,” Baxter said, and reached down to grab Anna’s hand and help her up. “Can I buy you a drink?”

“I guess,” Anna said, and looked down at the barrel, surprised it hadn’t slipped out from under her as she’d sat down. “You know, maybe I’m not such an impossible klutz after all.”

“You’re something impossible all right, but it has nothing to do with being a klutz…” Baxter said, and led Kimmel out of the cargo bay.



NOW. . .



“I’m actually glad you told me everything,” Kimmel said, as she and Baxter made their way down the residential deck, to a cabin near Baxter’s. “Although there sure were times I’d wished you hadn’t.”

“After what happened, it seemed like some kind of explanation was in order,” Baxter said, coming to a stop at one of the doors adjacent to his. He punched in a security code and the door opened. “Sit tight here, Anna. Get some rest. For now, that’s about all any of us can do.”

Kimmel nodded as she stepped into the cabin. “Do you think Ficker or the Orions will try to grab me up again?”

Baxter shrugged. “Hard to say. Anything’s possible, I guess. But let me worry about that.”

Kimmel stepped forward, then impulsively threw her arms around Baxter, hugging him tight. Baxter squeezed back, and they stood there, awkwardly, for a moment. Baxter stepped back.

“You know, uh, all this time…we’ve been pretending we weren’t related for so long…” He shifted from foot to foot. “I started to believe the lie.”

Kimmel smiled. “Well, no use in pretending now, little brother. Not on this ship, anyway.”

“It’s strange. I never really thought about what it would be like to have a sister, because I was so focused on keeping that little fact a secret.”

“Maybe once all this is finally over, we can do something to change that.”

“Maybe we can do something to change that now,” Baxter said with a smile, and stepped out of the cabin. He pointed at Kimmel as he walked off. “And be careful who you answer the door for. I mean it.”

Kimmel mock-saluted. “Aye-aye, Captain. You don’t have to worry about me.”

“Who said I was worried?” Baxter asked as the door closed. He immediately tapped his combadge. “Baxter to J’hana.”

“Go ahead.”

“I want twenty-four hour security on Kimmel’s quarters. Two- twenty-seven, section alpha.”

“Brotherly love. Thing of beauty, sir.”

“Shut up.”



Harlan Baxter was sitting at a back table in Mirk’s, tossing back a double shot of whiskey as Ashley Donvan sat across from him, her feet up on the table, arms behind her head.

“I could get used to this life. Relaxing.”

“Don’t get used to it,” Harlan grumbled as he set his glass down. “This is a temporary arrangement.”

“How temporary? Until we find Maura Drake and eliminate the Orion Threat?”

“At the least.”

“Does mom know about her?” a voice from behind asked, and Harlan didn’t look back.

“Yer mom’s in the Gamma Quadrant.”

Baxter stepped up between Harlan and Donovan. “I guess that was intentional.”

“I’m gonna keep her clear of this fray, if that’s what you mean. No sense giving the Orions another target to shoot at.”

“No, they’ve got their hands full trying to kill ME,” Baxter said, and sagged into a chair. Zordock the Bold, Mirk’s Four-Armed Therrian assistant, trundled up to the table, three trays in hand.

“Drinks?” he asked casually.

“Grapefruit juice, neat,” Baxter said, and looked at his father. “Another, Dad?”

Harlan inclined his head toward his glass. “Keep ’em coming.”

Baxter chuckled. “That’s my dad. Always ready for battle.”

Harlan cast a steady gaze at Baxter. “You better believe I’ll be prepared to act when necessary.”

“How about you act like a father and go visit Anna Kimmel?”

Harlan’s face was unreadable. “She asked for me?”

“She didn’t mention you by name, but I’m sure she’d like to talk to you. How long has it been since you two talked?”

“Few months ago,” Harlan said. “When I was still heading up the Explorer Project. I ordered her to Argossia to study a gravitational anomaly.”

“Touching,” Baxter said, looking at Ashley, who just held up her hands.

“Don’t pull me into this,” Ashley said. “I’m an agent of a shadow government, not a family counselor.”

“He’s not much more effusive with me than he is with the daughter he ‘created,’” Baxter said, making air-quotes. “It’s something Anna and I have in common.”

“That and the knack for gettin’ into trouble,” Harlan rumbled.

Baxter smirked. “AND the knack for getting you out of trouble, if I’m not mistaken.”

“Boy, this is no time for dancin’ around. You got something to say to me, say it.”

“Nah,” Baxter said, as Zordock brought his grapefruit juice. He took the glass and downed it, then stood up. “But I’ll let you know when.” He glanced at Ashley. “Commander Donovan, you may like to know that we’ll be at Breken Four in a few minutes to drop off the Idlewild crew. Anyone from that bunch that you want to keep with you?”

Ashley shook her head. “No. The last thing we need is a loose cannon on board trying to nab Kimmel when they find out we have no intention of turning her over to Section Thirty-One.”

“You DO like to live dangerously, don’t you?”

“It’s the only way to live. Make sure all those people are put off the ship. Get a head count.”

Baxter nodded. “I’ll take roll myself.” He looked from Harlan to Ashley, then silently backed away. “Have a nice night, you two.”

Ashley studied Harlan’s stone visage for a few moments. “He means well, you know.”

“He doesn’t know what the hell he’s talking about.”

“Well, for better or worse, we’re in his hands now.”

Harlan downed his third whiskey and smacked his lips. “We’ll see. I don’t know about you, Commander, but I’m gonna have a cigar.”

“Light me up, cowboy.”



“Godspeed to you and your husband, Kelly!” Dr. Doug Leonardo called out, his hands held out in front of him. He walked up to Peterman as she stood in front of the large, heavy doors leading into Cargo Bay One.

“What’s with your hands?” Peterman asked, hugging her padd with the crew manifest on it to her chest.

“Oh, the boys are tugging at their leashes. They’re very excited to get off the ship.”

“Boys?” Peterman asked, looking Leonardo up and down.

“Oh, you silly. My twin shnauzers. Clint and Earl.”

Peterman stared at Leonardo a moment. “Oh! Clint and Earl.” She patted him on the shoulder. “Yes, that’s very good, Doug. I’m sure Clint and Earl will enjoy the trip. Make sure they have plenty of food and water, and that you let them out to walk a couple times a day.”

“We’re nothing without our pets, are we, Counselor?” Leonardo asked as he stepped into the cargo bay, seemingly tugged by the invisible leashes in each hand.

“I often wonder!” Peterman called after him, making a mental note to warn Counselor Telvin on the Aerostar about Dr. Leonardo.

She then turned and gestured a few more passengers in, checking their names off the list, when she felt a pair of smooth hands slide over her eyes.

“If you’re Orion, I don’t know where Kimmel is, and I won’t tell you!” she cried, rearing back her elbow to jab her assailant in the stomach.

“Relax, sweetie,” Yeoman James Briggs said in a soothing voice, as he pulled his hands away and stepped in front of her. She noticed he was wearing his blousy pants. What he referred to as his “genie” outfit. “It’s just your buddy James.”

“James,” Peterman said, glancing around. “Where’s your luggage. I know you’ve got that matched set of faux-leather Verducci handbags.”

“I’m not going anywhere. I just came here in person to tell you that.”

“James, no…” Peterman said. “It’s too dangerous. You need to beam over to the Aerostar with the others.”

“Are you saying I’m non-essential, baby? Who would do your hair while I’m gone?” He ran both hands through Peterman’s long, dark hair. “Tsk tsk. Split ends!”

Peterman blushed, smiled momentarily, then hardened. “I mean it, James. You need to go.”

“Sweetie! I’m a crewman, remember? I’m an ensign or something.”

“Yeoman,” Peterman giggled. “You’re a Yeoman.”

“Well….tell the captain….yo, James is staying.” He laughed uproariously and threw his arms around Peterman. “Trust me, sweetie. This will go well.”

Peterman sighed. “Why do I feel like I’m going to regret this?”

“Don’t you worry about a thing, Kelly. You’ll stop these Orions from doing whatever it is that they’re planning, and when that time comes I promise you, your hair will be stunning!”

Peterman pursed her lips. “How do you know about the Orions?”

“People talk in a hair salon, sweetie.”



Dr. Browning sat on her couch, leaning forward, elbows resting on her knees. She stared at the coffee table. “I can’t believe I’m doing this, Plato. But I’m giving you a choice.”

Plato shrugged. “I don’t get it.”

“You’ve got a choice. You can stay on the ship with me–knowing that there’s an element of danger to that. Or you can go stay with Mihala and her live-in boyfriend Looku in temporary quarters until this thing blows over.”

“No,” Plato said, and turned to face Browning. “I get that part. I don’t get why you’re giving me a choice.”

“Because you’re a big boy now,” Browning said, and took a deep breath. “I can’t just decide everything for you. You’re….you’re man enough to make up your own mind.”

“Like there’s any chance I’d leave? Get real, Mom!”

Browning touched her chest a moment and stared at Plato as he stood up. “You realize what you’re saying?”

“The ship’s been in trouble before. If you sent me away every time that happened, I’d have enough frequent flyer lightyears to travel the galaxy for the rest of my life.”

“This might be different.”

Plato turned to Browning. “It’s not any different to me.”

Browning lept up and threw her arms around Plato. “You don’t know how happy, and how scared that makes me feel, sweetie.”

Plato shifted a bit, then slid his arms around Browning, hugging her back. “So,” he said softly. “Does Lt. Commander Hartley need any help in Engineering?”

Browning pulled back and stared at him. “Why do you ask?”

“Oh. No reason.”



“You could have at least beamed us down with field rations,” Dr. Holly Wilcox muttered as she sat at the conference table off the bridge, with Ensign Keefler standing beside her. “We had to start snacking on the native shrubbery.”

“Sorry about that,” Richards said, pacing in front of the conference room monitor as J’hana followed him with her eyes. Slowly but surely, he was losing his limp, but he still looked a little stiff. That was natural though, as he’d only recently gotten a new spine. “But it was necessary to head off the Orions as soon as possible.”

“I get that,” Holly said. “Now what’s this I hear about us having an omnipotent Starfleet captain aboard?”

“It’s a tad more complicated than that,” Richards said, exchanging a look with J’hana. “I’ll have the lieutenant give you a full briefing. But thanks for your input. You’re both off duty the next ten hours. Get a meal and some sleep.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Keefler said, as Richards ducked out of the conference room, leaving them in J’hana’s tender care. He came face to face with Baxter, who was just coming off the aft turbolift.

“Holly and the away team are back aboard,” Richards said.

“Good,” Baxter said. “Kelly just commed. She says the crew from the Idlewild was offloaded, along with all our nonessential personnel.”

“I’ll miss the second-graders.”

“They’re third-graders now, Chris.”

“Wow.”

Baxter nodded. “Indeed. You have an ETA on the Aerostar?”

“Any minute now. Do they realize they’re going to have a contingent of Section Thirty-One aboard?”

“I gave Conway a vague warning. But I think the less he knows the better in this case. He’s just dropping them off at a starbase. Where the Thirty-One people go from there is their business.”

“And our people will be temporarily assigned quarters on the starbase?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “And they’ll probably get interrogated like mad by Starfleet.”

“They’ve already sent a number of nasty comms. I think Commodore Woodall wants blood at this point.”

“I don’t care what he wants. The safety of Anna Kimmel is our priority.”

“Well, that and the Universe not getting destroyed,” Richards said.

Baxter put up an eyebrow. “Of course.”

“Aerostar on approach,” Trent Layne piped up from tactical.

“Hail them.”

“They’re responding.”

“On-screen.” Baxter walked over to the command chair and sat down as Captain David Conway appeared on the viewscreen, brow furrowed. In the chair beside him, Commander Kristen Larkin sat, a blank look on her face.

“This is getting way too familiar, Captain,” Conway said. “This is the third time this year I’ve dropped everything to lend you a hand. It’s getting tiring.”

“Don’t get pissy with me, Conway,” Baxter said. “Just transport the crewmembers down on Breken Four up to your ship.”

“And you can’t tell me any more about this special mission you’re on?”

Baxter shook his head. “You wouldn’t want to know, believe me.”

Conway shifted in his seat. “You’re in trouble, aren’t you, Baxter?”

“I’m not the only one.”

He narrowed his eyes. “You’re not going to destroy the Universe, are you?”

“Nah,” Baxter said. “Well, not…me personally.”

Conway rolled his eyes. “You’re right, I don’t want to know.”

Richards stepped toward the command center. “Take care, Kristen. It may be a while before we talk, but…”

“Say no more, Father,” Larkin said. “I am sure you have many tasks to attend to. I will be fine.”

“You’ve deactivated your emotion chip, haven’t you?”

“Until you let me know you will be okay, yes. I felt that would be prudent.”

“I did too,” Conway said with a sigh.

“We’ll be fine, Larkin, don’t worry,” Baxter said.

“I will not, due largely to the deactivation of the chip.”

“Love you too, Kristen,” Richards said with a grin.

“I am incapable of love at this time,” Larkin said.

“Same here,” Conway said, and punched a control on his chair arm, shutting off the channel.

Just then, the aft turbolift doors swung open, and Counselor Peterman walked in, followed by Anna Kimmel.

“Andy, do you realize your sister was left all by herself down in her quarters, with only Marco and Sumter from security to talk to?”

“Yes,” Baxter said, staring at Peterman. “Because I left her there. So she’d be safe.”

“Well, it was quite rude. She needs to be kept in the loop on all these things,” Peterman said, wrapping an arm around Kimmel’s shoulders and ushering her toward the command chairs.

“I do?” Kimmel asked, looking at Peterman.

“Yes, dear,” Peterman said. “Now Andy, you can’t just ignore her. She’s….” Baxter could tell Peterman was still having difficulty processing everything. “A relative. You need to pay attention to her.”

“She’s not a baby, for godsakes,” Baxter said. “Um…speaking of…”

“Relax,” Peterman said, and sat down beside Baxter. “Steffie’s fine. She’s been staying with the Hammersteins on Deck Eleven. I dropped her off there shortly after you were kidnapped by the Orions. And I just picked her up and took her back to our quarters, where Chaka’kan is looking after her, so that the Hammersteins and their kids could evacuate.”

“The Hammersteins,” Baxter sighed. “He’s an idiot and she’s a kleptomaniac. Hopefully they decide to put down roots at whatever Starbase they end up at.”

“She’s seeking treatment!” Peterman snapped. “And he’s NOT an idiot. He’s just…slow.”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “Well, I hope Steffie had a good time.”

“Too good,” Peterman said with a frown. “We missed her first words.”

Baxter gaped. “WHAT?”

Peterman nodded. “Apparently, she said ‘blorp.’”

“Oh. That’s not a word. You worried me there for a minute.”

“Blorp is a delicacy on Adirak Prime.”

“Well I’m not counting it.”

As Peterman and Baxter bantered, Kimmel made her way around to the science console, where Ensign Layne was studying the readouts.

“Everything okay there, Ensign?” she asked, glancing innocently over at the panel.

Layne looked up at Kimmel and smiled. “Actually, it is now.” He reached under the tactical console and withdrew a phaser. “Don’t move!”

Baxter, Peterman, and Richards whirled to face the tactical console.

“Layne, what in the hell are you doing?” Baxter demanded.

“Correcting a tactical miscue, Captain,” the ruddy-faced Ensign sneered. “Made by our good friend Commander Donovan.”

“Sh**,” Richards said, looking at Baxter. “He’s Section Thirty- One!”

“And you’re a freaking genius,” Layne muttered, glancing down at his panel. “Oh, and Captain, it pleases me to report that the Aerostar-A has just departed at warp, carrying away all witnesses to the horrible accident that’s about to befall your ship.”

“What do you mean?” Baxter asked.

“You’re an operational risk. The Explorer, unfortunately, needs to blow up. Thanks for offloading those non-essential personnel for me. It’ll make the report look a lot cleaner if only essential Starfleet crew are wiped out in this operation.”

“What are you going to do with her?” Baxter asked, his voice shaking.

“Same thing the Orions and Starfleet Intel want from her. We want to use her to expand our knowledge of the galaxy,” Layne said, and then smiled broadly. “And our control over it.”

Kimmel backed slowly away, her hands up. “Would it change your mind if I told you that you really don’t want to do this?”

“Nah,” Layne said. “I’m afraid it really doesn’t make a bleeding bit of difference.”

Baxter exchanged a look with Richards, mouthing “What now?”

Richards shrugged.

Then the doors to the conference room, at the front of the bridge, slid open, and J’hana stepped out, followed by Keefler and Dr. Wilcox.

“…which is why I no longer shave there,” J’hana said, then looked up to find the bridge crew sitting stiffly at their stations, all staring blankly at Layne, who had his phaser leveled on Anna Kimmel.

“Do not underestimate me, Lieutenant,” Layne said, not taking his eyes off Kimmel. “I’ve activated a forcefield around Captain Kimmel and myself.” He tapped on his panel as he spoke, but did not look away from Kimmel. “And in a moment, the two of us will beam to the Escort, so I can deliver her into the waiting arms of Section Thirty-One. Mission accomplished, you might say.”

J’hana held a steady gaze on Layne, her body rigid but unmoving. She said nothing.

“Lieutenant, don’t do anything crazy,” Baxter said, waving a hand in J’hana’s direction.

“Listen to your captain,” Layne said. “I have superior training. This forcefield protects me. And even if you could shoot down this forcefield, I’ll be long gone by the time you break through. And if you make one wrong move, I’ll shoo–”

That was that. J’hana’s arm moved lightening-quick, the rest of her body remaining completely still. Her sidearm was out, her arm swung around and fired a seemingly blind shot at a bank of consoles to the right, causing them to explode in a shower of sparks. All that in less than seconds.

Then she swung her arm around and blasted Layne’s hand, knocking the phaser out of it. Another shot at the center of his chest felled him. Apparently he hadn’t been informed that bridge forcefields were controlled by the ODN junction J’hana had just blown up.

And just as quick, J’hana’s phaser was back in its holster.

She glanced around with satisfaction. “Enough fwarking around. Let’s get on with this mission already.”

Kimmel stared, mouth open, at her, as she casually stepped up to her console, kicking Layne’s limp body away from it.

She tapped a few controls, then looked up. “Console secured, Captain.”

“…thanks,” Baxter said limply, then fell back into his chair. “You might want to have someone transport Layne down to the surface. Section Thirty-One will pick him up…eventually.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Keefler said, and strode up to tactical, hooking his arms under Layne’s and dragging him into the turbolift. Dr. Wilcox followed hesitantly, casting one more curious glance back at J’hana.

Peterman plopped down beside him. “I need a vacation,” she sighed.

“Well, we’re no longer reporting to Starfleet. That’s a vacation of sorts.”

“You’ve got a point,” Peterman said with a small laugh, as Anna Kimmel circled around to join them.

“Please tell me this kind of thing is not the norm around here,” she said.

Baxter and Peterman exchanged glances. “Actually,” Baxter said. “It’s not. We’re sort of in uncharted territory now.”

“Did I miss something, or isn’t that what Starfleet’s all about?” J’hana asked, leaning on her panel.

“She’s right,” Baxter said, as Kimmel walked around to stand between Richards and Baxter’s chairs. “We’re headed for unexplored territory. In a lot more ways than one.” He gave Kimmel a small grin, then swivelled toward the helm. “Lieutenant Madera, set a course for the unknown. Maximum warp.”

Madera turned in her chair to face Baxter. “Where’s that, exactly?”

Baxter shrugged, pointed at a random star on the viewscreen. “Uh….that way.”



THE END.



NEXT:



Counselor Peterman’s days are quite busy now that the crew is on a mission to save the Universe. That tends to weigh heavily on folks’ minds, and the Explorer crew had enough neuroses to deal with beforehand anyway. And as if the crew didn’t have enough to worry about, wait till they see who’s….tracking them. If you want a piece of the Explorer crew, you’d better “Take a Number.”




Take a Number



U.S.S. ORLEANS

DELPHI SECTOR



Captain Emily Sullivan leaned up in bed, rubbing her eyes as the large viewscreen opposite her bed illuminated the room.

“Sorry to bother you sir,” Lieutenant Samantha Mulumbwa said, bridge consoles bleeping behind her. “We have a priority communication from Starfleet Command. Commodore Woodall wishes to speak with you immediately.”

“Put him on,” Sullivan said, swinging her legs over and leaning forward on the bed.

“I’ve had it!” Woodall snapped, his griseled features immediately filling the screen. Sun was just setting in San Francisco, if the windows overlooking the bay behind him were any indication.

“Had it with what, Commodore?”

“Three weeks. Three weeks, and no word from the Explorer. And Starfleet Intelligence is no help.”

Sullivan nodded. She’d figured that was what Woodall was calling about. In the weeks since the Explorer had mysteriously broken off contact with Starfleet, on the heels of some kind of dust-up with the Orions, Woodall had called Sullivan repeatedly to vent about his frustration with the lack of communication at Starfleet Command. Woodall was not brass. He was not the type of officer to rise to the rank of flag officer. He was a starship commander, one of the better ones in Starfleet history, Sullivan thought, and that’s where he belonged. Where he could make impulse decisions and carry them through.

“Have you spoken with Admiral Nechayev?”

“I have an appointment to meet with the Commander-in-Chief,” Woodall growled. “In two months.”

“Your pull at Command is impressive, sir.”

“This is no time for your sarcasm, Sullivan.”

“What about the other ships in the Explorer Project?”

Woodall ticked each off on his finger. “The Outlander is in the midst of shake-down. The Pathfinder is on maneuvers in the Gamma Quadrant and even if I called them, Baxter’s mother is the skipper, and I can’t see how she’d be all that eager to help track down her son. The Tracker has disappeared as well. Her crew, except for her captain, was delivered a few weeks ago to Starbase 227, along with the non-essential personnel from the Explorer. Nobody’s saying anything, but I don’t believe they know anything. Just that the Tracker experienced what appeared to be a warp core breach, yet nobody saw it explode. And the Explorer people are saying even less. But I expect that’s because they’re all mute idiots.”

“Sounds like you’re at wits end, Commodore,” Sullivan said.

“I am, Emily,” Woodall said, and his eye twinkled almost imperceptibly. “I need you.”

“You want me to chase down Baxter.”

“Yes,” Woodall said, leaning forward, clasping his hands on front of him. “I know this is irregular. You don’t have the sanction of Starfleet behind you. You just have my orders. And I’m not even your direct C.O. But damn the chain of command, the Explorer must be found and reigned in. Of course, I understand if you declined. You have your career to think–”

“I’ll do it,” Sullivan said, and hopped out of bed, grabbing for the nearest crisp uniform.

“Sullivan, need I remind you this is a very delicate situation? The risks…”

“Someone once said that risk is our business, Commodore. Besides that, I’m used to operating somewhat…irregularly. I’ll bring the Explorer in. Count on it.”

“I knew I could rely on you, Emily.”

Sullivan was already zipping up her uniform tunic. “Send me all the information you have. I’ll have Mister Fontaine set up a search grid. We’ll contact you as soon as we know more.”

“The sooner the better,” Woodall said. “Who knows what Captain Baxter’s plotting?”



“I’m glad you came,” Counselor Kelly Peterman said, crossing her legs and folding her hands on top of her knees as she sat beside the fainting couch in her office. “I know the last few weeks have been stressful for you. This is a really good time to look back, take stock, and examine your feelings.”

Captain Andy Baxter leaned up on the couch. “Kelly, this feels silly.”

“It’s not silly to seek mental help, Andy.”

“It is when the mental help is your wife, and you just saw her for breakfast this morning. Speaking of, did you eat the last bagel?”

“Shush about breakfast, Andy,” Peterman said, leaning forward. “If this is going to work, you’ve got to separate Kelly the wife from Counselor Peterman, your therapist. Think of me as a different person.”

“Fine,” Baxter said, and leaned back. He glanced back over at her. “But can I talk to my wife for just a minute?”

“No. She’s busy.”

“It’s important.”

Peterman sighed. “Fine! What?”

“Are you taking Stephanie for her annual check-up this afternoon, or am I?”

“I’ll do it,” Peterman said, and grabbed her padd, ready to take notes. “Now then, are you ready?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, and leaned back, putting his hands behind his head. “But I still don’t understand what I’m here for. I feel fine.”

“How can you feel fine?” Peterman asked. “You’re under tremendous emotional stress. The Explorer has been on silent running for three weeks now. We’ve been ignoring Starfleet comms. We’re on the run from the Orion Syndicate AND Section Thirty-One, not to mention Starfleet themselves. Your sister, whose existence you’re only now beginning to acknowledge, is potentially an omnipotent being, who could destroy the universe if her power is unleashed. Your father is aboard, and we all know that being around your parents makes you extremely uncomfortable. Not to mention that all of this has happened not long after getting command of your ship back and getting your marriage in order.”

Baxter nodded, taking it all in. “Yeah. Funny, huh? I guess I should be a mess of nerves right now, but I’m just not.”

Peterman let out an exasperated sigh. “Maybe you’re not thinking about it hard enough.”

“Oh, here we go,” Baxter muttered. “Belittle me and make me feel stupid.”

“I’m not trying to make you feel stupid. I’m just trying to get at the core of your feelings.”

“The core of my feelings is great. I’m great.” Baxter leaned up. “Maybe the fact that I DO have command back, and my marriage IS back in order, on top of the fact that I can finally acknowledge that I DO have a sister, and that I have an opportunity now to really communicate with my father….maybe those are all good things, and the fact that they all happened has relieved stress in my life, not caused more.”

Peterman blinked. “It’s possible, I guess.”

“So are we done?” Baxter asked plainly.

“I…suppose.” Peterman stared at her padd, with nothing written on it.

“Good. I’ve got lots of work to do. Lunch?”

“I’m stacked up with appointments all day. But I’ll let you know if I can slip away.”

Baxter pushed off the couch and leaned forward to kiss Peterman on the cheek. “Good. Keep me posted.” He turned and walked out as Peterman stared at the closing door, then at her pomeranians, Boomer and Starbuck, who nudged at her legs.

“Walkies?” she asked. She glanced up at her chronometer. “Okay. I have a few minutes before the next appointment. Let’s go, babies!”



“Report,” Baxter said, walking out onto the bridge.

“Somebody spilled french onion soup in front of the command chairs,” J’hana said with a resonating grunt.

“Richards,” Baxter muttered. “Again! After all that time with Vansen, I’d forgotten what a slob he was.”

“She did keep a tidy bridge,” Tilleran admitted.

“Anyway,” Baxter said, as he walked around to the front of the bridge. “I was referring to a report on our current assignment.”

“You mean disregarding Starfleet orders and risking our necks on an impossible mission to stop an omnipotent being from destroying the universe?” J’hana asked wryly.

“Thanks for summing it up so nicely,” Baxter muttered. “Yes, that one. What other mission could I possibly be talking about?”

“Lieutenant Commander Hartley reports she and Commander Donovan are finished installing the sensor reflective forcefield emitters throughout the ship. Once the new system is brought online, the Explorer won’t appear on sensors, just like the Escort.”

“But it’ll be much easier to look out a viewport and see us out there, as opposed to the Escort.”

“If anyone even tries,” J’hana said. “The point is, we’ll be invisible to our enemy. Which is Starfleet.”

“Starfleet isn’t our enemy,” Baxter said. “How many times do I have to tell you? We just have a slight difference of opinion.”

“Involving your father’s illicit research and a possibly omnipotent being.”

“Enough commentary,” Baxter said. “Let me know as soon as we’re ready to test the forcefields.”

“Probably within the hour,” Tilleran said.

“Good. Anything else?”

J’hana shifted from foot to foot, cleared her throat. “I must leave my post this afternoon for…personal reasons…”

“Not the dentist again,” Baxter said. “You know Doctor Higgles left the ship with the other nonessential crew. I told you, if you’d stop filing the incisors, they wouldn’t keep getting infected.”

“It’s not the dentist!” J’hana snapped. “I just need some time off. Hive mother!”

“Fine!” Baxter said, throwing up his hands. “Take as much time as you need. Just don’t leave when Tilleran’s leaving for her ‘personal business.’”

J’hana glared at Tilleran. “You have personal business?”

“Yes. At thirteen hundred.”

“My personal business is at fourteen hundred.”

“Good,” Baxter said. “That settles that. I guess you guys do have legitimate errands to take of. I figured you and Tilleran were going to take off at the same time for some…you know…afternoon delight.”

“That couldn’t be further from the truth, Captain,” Tilleran said. “And frankly, I resent the implication.”

“Sorry!” Baxter said. “Jeeze…forgive a captain for being interested in the lives of his crew.”

“Must I forgive you?” J’hana muttered. “Because I’m honestly not in the mood.”

“You both need to relax a little,” Baxter said.

“That’s the idea,” Tilleran said in a low voice, and went back to her scans.



Shortly after “walkies,” Peterman returned to find Commander Richards already waiting at the door to her office.

She grinned politely and let him in, leading Boomer and Starbuck to their massive pillow, where they quickly “nested.”

“Have a seat,” she said, and gestured for the couch, while she sat down in her chair.

They sat a few minutes in silence, as Peterman studied her notes.

Richards sat down, but didn’t lie down. He just braced his hands on his knees and sat there, letting out a breath. “Busy day?” he finally said.

“Yes,” Peterman nodded. “So…”

“So…”

“You wanted to see me?”

Richards nodded. “Man. This is awkward, huh?”

“You think so?”

“Well, yeah. We, um, have had our differences lately.”

“I’m still your therapist, Matt. Whatever else is going on is strictly secondary to that. If you are having emotional problems, I want to hear about them. I’m here to help you.”

Richards nodded. “Good. That’s good.”

“So…what’s on your mind?”

Richards flopped back on the couch, staring at the ceiling. “This Janice thing. I’m scared!”

“WHAT?” Peterman exploded.

“You asked!”

Peterman stared at Richards a long moment. She just knew it. He was going to back out again. Break Janice’s heart again. Destroy what little self confidence Dr. Browning had worked so hard to build up. Probably drive her right back…Peterman shivered…right back into Andy’s arms. Her marriage did NOT need that right now. She gulped. This was exactly why Richards felt awkward talking to her. Time to put on a professional face.

“Sorry…” she said slowly. “I just couldn’t hear you very well. You said you’re scared?”

“Uh, yeah. Like, of not really being there for her. As much as I should be.”

“I’m taking it you mean emotionally?”

“Oh, yeah. Physically, no problem. That was never a problem with me and her. As a matter of fact, Janice’s really good at…”

“I don’t think that’s really relevant to our discussion!” Peterman snapped, feeling her face get hot.

“Right, of course not. But yes, emotionally. I’m afraid of letting her down.”

“Then don’t,” Peterman said flatly.

“Easier said than done. My track record isn’t exactly stellar.”

“Which is why I warned you to…” Peterman stopped herself. “Please, continue. Tell me how you really feel.”

“Okay. I feel like…well, like when Janice and I aren’t together…you know, when we’ve split up…I feel alone. Kinda sad, like I don’t know what to do with myself. And no matter who else I get together with, there’s still that feeling of emptiness, you know?”

Peterman thought back to her recent sojourn on Waystation. “I can imagine. Continue.”

“But when we’re together, man. At first it’s amazing. Long nights up talking. And, you know, whatever else. But then, there’s also this…this feeling of…well, kind of like I’m suffocating.”

Peterman tapped that into her padd. “Interesting. Anything else?”

“I feel like maybe this is moving to fast. Like she has bigger plans for us than I do. I like things just how they are now.”

“Except the feelings of being suffocated.”

“Well, yeah, that.”

“Isn’t that telling you something? That maybe you shouldn’t be with her?”

“But I love her. There’s no doubting that. I think this suffocation thing is just immaturity on my part.”

“That’s a very mature revelation to come to,” Peterman said. “But if that’s true, what are you going to do about it?”

“Grow up?”

“Easier said than done. Growth doesn’t happen overnight. And it’s not fair to expect Janice to wait for you.”

“That’s just the thing. I know her. She has a good heart. A better heart than anyone I’ve known. If I wanted her to wait, she would.”

“Then maybe you should ask her. When all else fails, Matt, be honest.”

“You know, that’s a great idea.”

“I’m here to help!” Peterman said. Just then, her cabin doors bleeped. “Who is it?” she called.

“It’s Janice! You said you wanted to get some coffee this morning?”

“Damn,” Peterman muttered. “I did. I forgot I had all these appointments. Ummmmm…hold on, Janice!”

Richards shot up. “She can’t know I’m here! She’ll think it’s about her!”

“It is!”

“But I don’t want her to know that!”

“You’ve got to be honest with her!”

“I’ll tell her everything,” Richards said, the words coming out fast. “In my own time and my own way.” He pointed at Peterman. “And you can’t tell her anything. It’s that counselor-client privilege thing!”

“Ohhhhhh!” Peterman stomped her foot. “Why do people keep bringing that up?”

“Kelly? Do you have an appointment? I hear voices…”

“No, Janice. Just dictating some notes. I’ll be out in a minute.”

“What are we going to do?” Richards panicked.

“Damn it, Matt, who’s the engineer here?” Peterman mumbled. She tapped her combadge. “Ensign Yang. Lock onto Commander Richards and beam him to the transporter room.”

“Counselor?”

“Just do it.”

“Actually,” Richards spoke up. “If you could beam me to my quarters…I need a shower before I go on duty. So, on second thought, beam me to the shower.”

“Ummm….aye, sir.”

Richards smiled gratefully as the transporter took hold, and just Peterman rolled her eyes as he disappeared. She walked to her door and punched a control. It slid open to reveal Janice Browning.

She peeked in. “Busy morning?”

“You could say that. Replimat?”

“Not many other places we can go, since the civilian personnel are all gone. And going back to Space Tastes doesn’t really seem like a break to me.”

“Okeydoke. I think there’s one down the corridor. I couldn’t really tell you, since I always go to Space Tastes.”

“A loyal customer to the very end,” Browning said, hooking an arm around Peterman’s.

“Yes,” Peterman said, gulping. “Loyal.”



“Tell me something good, Mister Fontaine,” Captain Sullivan said, stepping up to the tactical console, where Lieutenant Brett “Too Good- Looking to be True” Fontaine (as the ladies on the bridge had nicknamed him) was looking at a spectrographic map of a nearby sector.

“We’ve got a possible contact, Captain. We were able to trace the Explorer’s course from their original heading, toward the Bersallis belt, when they last spoke with Commodore Woodall, to a star system near Orion space called ‘Falkath.’”

“And now?”

“Well, it took some doing, Captain, but it seems like they’re heading on a circular course through some of the outer worlds of the Federation.”

“They’re searching for something,” Sullivan said, rubbing her chin. “I wonder what?”

“I’m not sure, sir. But unlike the Explorer crew, I think we’ve found what we’re looking for.” He pointed at a blinking circle on the viewscreen. “Galaxy-class power readings. Same emissions as the Explorer. Same warp signature. I’m betting it’s her, Captain. And if it is, she’s headed toward this spot. A sector called Elrod Two-Twenty.”

“I trust your instincts,” Sullivan said. And those beautiful eyes, she added silently as she walked down to the command chair. “Fontaine, route your information to Mister Flagg’s console. Ensign Flagg, lay in a course at warp nine as soon as you receive the coordinates.” She took a breath. “Enga–”

“Sir!” Fontaine exclaimed. “The contact just….it just disappeared!”

Sullivan sighed. “Can you get it back?

“I’m working.”

“In that case, Flagg, set a course for the last known location of that blip. At least it’s a starting place. Engage when ready.”

Inwardly, Sullivan wondered just what the hell was going on aboard the Explorer.



“Cool!” Baxter exclaimed, glancing around the dimmed bridge. “It’s like we’re cloaked.”

“Not cloaked,” Ashley Donovan said from beside Baxter, as Lt. Commander Hartley looked on, observing her handiwork. “Just sensor- reflective. Like the Escort.”

“Well, it’s an improvement, nevertheless.”

Just then, the aft turbolift opened up, allowing Richards onto the bridge. “Did I miss anything?”

“Just a massive alteration to our shield systems, Matt,” Baxter said. “How about no more long lunches until the intergalactic crisis is over?”

“Sorry,” Richards muttered. “So we’re invisible?”

“Sensor-reflective,” Ashley snapped.

“Hopefully,” Hartley said, “this will prevent every half-wit, crime boss, and freighter captain with a grudge against us from swooping down and trying to blow us up every hour on the hour.”

“You’re exhausted,” Baxter said, glancing at Hartley with concern. As usual, she was stripped down to the tank-top and stunk of warp-core lubricants. “When was the last time you slept?

“Roughly…last year.”

“Why don’t you take a couple days off. Get some sleep?”

“While we’re under constant threat of attack? I think not.”

“At least go down and speak to Kelly. She might make you feel a little better.”

“She’s booked,” Hartley mumbled, walking back to the turbolift. “Not like I checked or anything,” she added quickly.

“I’m going belowdecks to look at the weapons,” Ashley said.

“Not without an escort from my staff,” Hartley said as Ashley joined her in the turbolift.

“Of course,” Ashley said with a nod.

“Me too!” J’hana said eagerly, jogging into the turbolift.

“You’re already taking off later today!” Tilleran exclaimed.

“This is business!” J’hana shot back as the turbolift doors closed.

“Trouble?” Baxter asked, as he took his seat in the command chair, and Richards sat down next to him.

“She’s been acting strange.”

“More so than normal?”

“Not more so…but strange in a different way. She has something on her mind.”

“She’s an enigma,” Richards said. “A fascinating enigma.”

“Matt?” Baxter asked, looking at Richards.

“What? Hmm?” He straightened. “Nothing. So has anybody tried to kill us yet today?”

“Not yet. But the day is young.”



“You’re glowing,” Peterman said, peering over her steaming Bajoran Blend lattee at Browning, who sipped tentatively at her hot chocolate. “You’re not going to become omnipotent, too, are you?”

“I’m happy,” Browning said. “Is that so surprising?”

“I have a feeling that Chris Richards has something to do with this,” Peterman said with a small grin.

“He has a lot to do with this. I felt so…adrift without him.”

“It’s not healthy to rely so much on one person,” Peterman said thoughtfully. “You may want to consider that.”

“Don’t you rely greatly on Andy?”

Peterman shifted. “That’s different.”

“How?”

“Uh….”

Browning looked at her patiently.

“We’re married.”

Browning grinned.

“Janice. No…”

She grinned a little wider.

“You’re kidding me…”

Her grin widened even more, until she bursted out laughing. “I can’t keep it to myself any more, Kelly. I’m going to do it. I’m popping the question. I’m going to ask Christopher to marry me!”

Peterman nearly choked on her coffee. She set it down. “WHAT?”

“Yeah. I’m not waiting around for him to do it this time. I’m taking the galaxy by the reins.”

“Do you think this is wise?”

“You told me a few days ago when we met that I should work harder on achieving my main goals.”

“This is one of your goals?”

“This is THE main goal, Kelly. I want to be with him. End of story.”

Peterman nodded, professional obligation nagging at the back of her mind. “Do you think this is wise, in light of your past…problems with Richards?”

“He’s a different man now, Kelly. He had time to think. We both did. All the ordeals of this year…being thrown back in time, being separated…”

“Having his back broken…”

“And everything else…it’s given us both time to grow apart, so we can be together. That sounds stupid, doesn’t it?”

Peterman had to admit there was an element of logic to it. “I…” She reached out and put a hand over Browning’s. “I’m just happy for you, Janice.”

“Good,” Browning said. “Because I guess it’s no surprise that I want you as the maid of honor. Hmm…I wonder if the files from our previous wedding plan are still in the computer.”

“I’m sure Yeoman Briggs can look them up for you,” Peterman said distantly.

“Good idea. I’ll talk to him this afternoon after work. It’s a good thing he stayed aboard, eh? That in the midst of all this chaos, we can have something nice like a wedding.”

“Yeah, good thing.” Peterman blinked. “Wait a minute. When are you thinking of having this thing?”

“A month, more or less, I guess,” she shrugged.

Peterman gritted her teeth. “Have you decided when you’re going to tell Richards?”

Browning rolled her eyes around thoughtfully. “Guess I’d better do that, eh?” She stood up and headed toward the replimat’s exit. “Thanks, Kelly!”

“Don’t mention it!” Peterman called after her, feeling suddenly very uneasy.

“Sefelt to Peterman!” the shaky voice of Lt. Howard Sefelt broke in over the comm system.

Oh, no. She forgot all about her appointment with Sefelt. That was three hours every day. How could she have forgotten?

One thing was for sure, Peterman’s day was starting to look like it would be a long one.



“How could they just disappear off the starmap?” Sullivan asked, steepling her fingers as she sat in the command chair aboard the Orleans, staring at the spectrographic map of the area of space known as Elrod 220 on the viewscreen as the stars rushed forward.

“Maybe they got a cloaking device,” Fontaine said. “It’s hard to say. But I’ve lost all readings. Thermal, emissions, shields, warp, power readings…everything.”

“They don’t have a cloaking device,” Sullivan said. “Where would they find one, so suddenly?”

“Respectfully, Captain, who knows what that crew is into?”

True, the Explorer crew did have a reputation for doing the unexpected. But Sullivan wasn’t about to let that stop her from carrying out her mission. Captain Rydell ran a somewhat atypical operation on the Secondprize, but he never just abandoned Starfleet and his superior officers like this. There was a limit to what one captain could do–there was a line of demarcation–and Baxter had crossed the line in a big way.

“Sir,” Lt. Malumbwa said from sciences. “Picking up a contact bearing one-one-three mark zero-zero-seven.”

“Starfleet?”

“Yes. Danube class…the U.S.S. Pee Dee.”

“A runabout? What are they doing this far out without a mothership?” Sullivan stared at the viewscreen

Fontaine looked up from his screens. “We’re being hailed.”

“This should be interesting,” Sullivan said. “On screen.”

The viewscreen lit up with an earnest-looking woman in a Starfleet jumpsuit, and long, dark brown hair. “Captain Sullivan? Agent Dallas. Starfleet Intelligence. We need to talk.”

Sullivan froze. She’d always joked that Starfleet Intelligence was an oxymoron, but here they were. They’d found her. Though she wondered why Intel had sent only a little runabout after her and not a starship.

“I’m not sure what brings you out here, Agent Dallas, but I assure you I’m in the middle of a highly sensitive mission. Perhaps we can schedule a meeting for a later…”

“We need to meet now,” Dallas said. “I know all about your mission. And I want to help you bring in the Explorer.”



“To break this information down succinctly, we’re out of places to look,” Baxter said, staring frankly at Richards, Tilleran, Dr. Wilcox, Captain Anna Kimmel, and Admiral Harlan Baxter, who sat gathered around the conference table.

The doors slipped open and Ashley Donovan, Lt. Commander Hartley, and J’hana stepped in.

“Sorry we’re late,” Ashley said, and pulled up a seat next to Harlan. Hartley and J’hana sat down on the other side of the table. “We were just finishing up our eval of the weapons upgrades.”

Kimmel put up an eyebrow. “Upgrades?”

“Yes,” Baxter said. “Ashley has volunteered to use some of her Section Thirty-One knowledge to upgrade our weapons.”

“Plasma flow adjustments, targeting refinements, quantum torpedo yield enhancements, nothing fancy,” Ashley said.

“Nothing fancy,” Hartley chuckled. “You nearly doubled our phaser recharge rate.”

“And dramatically increased the effectiveness and range of our torpedoes,” J’hana said. “She is formidable, Captain. I can see why you and her copulated.”

“Let’s keep this professional, for a change, shall we?” Baxter asked. “What about the sensor-reflective shields. How are they holding up?”

“Still five-by-five,” Hartley said. “No fluctuations to speak of.”

“Good,” Baxter said. “Then back to the original topic of this meeting. We’re at a dead end.”

“I’m out of sources,” Ashley said. “We’ve spoken to more degenerates on more far-flung colonies this last three weeks than I have in my whole career. Nobody knows where Maura Drake is.”

“How about higher-ups in the science community?”

“Those who acknowledge her existence have no idea where she is either,” Tilleran said. “I’ve had contact with Starfleet Science…under an assumed name…as well as the Vulcan Ministry of Science and at least a dozen intergalactic science guilds. Some think of Drake as a myth. A trail blazing eugenic pathologist who doesn’t even exist.”

“She exists,” Kimmel said in a small voice. “Or else I wouldn’t be here today.”

“None of us would,” Harlan said. “She’s out there. We just have to have the temerity and good sense to find her.”

“Well, since I’m sure you guys already ransacked her old lab on Zendab Five for clues, I guess the next step is to…”

Harlan cut Baxter off. “We never looked at her old lab.”

“You didn’t?” Baxter looked at Ashley.

“We figured that was too obvious. We’ve looked every place but…”

“Then by process of elimination, wouldn’t it figure that our clues, and possibly Drake herself, might be there?”

“Damn it, boy, I knew there was a reason I bothered to pay attention to you growing up,” Harlan rumbled.

“Don’t go getting mushy on me now, Dad,” Baxter said. “Richards, plot a course to Zendab Five. Maximum warp.”

“Where are you going?” Richards asked.

“For a walk,” Baxter said, and ducked out of the conference room.

The room was silent for a few moments.

“Dessert anyone?” Richards asked quietly.



“Andy, wait up,” Captain Kimmel said, jogging up to catch Baxter as he strode down the corridor of Deck Nine.

“I’m a little busy, Anna,” Baxter said gently, sliding an arm around Kimmel’s shoulders and squeezing her briefly. “How are you holding up?”

“I’m fine.”

“Don’t go telling my wife that. She’ll want to grill you with about a dozen more questions.”

“Kelly’s worried about you, huh?”

“She thinks I’m suppressing my emotions about all this,” Baxter said. “But I’ve told her again and again, I feel fine. And why would I lie to her?”

“Maybe you’re not lying to her.”

“Thanks.”

“Maybe you’re lying to yourself.”

Baxter stopped, looking hard at Kimmel. “What would give you that idea?”

“Because I think I’ve done the same thing before. It’s been hard trying to keep up the lie that we’re not related….trying to deny where I came from.”

“Yeah, it’s been hard all right.”

“And sometimes, just sometimes, I resent your father for keeping it all from us for so long.”

“That’s understandable,” Baxter said, his face tensing a bit. “But he did what he had to do. He had his reasons.”

“Yeah,” Kimmel said. “But that doesn’t make it any easier to swallow, does it?”

“I don’t know,” Baxter said.

“All I’m saying is that I’m here. You know, if you want someone…else to talk to.”

“Thanks,” Baxter said. “But really, I’m fine.”

“That’s good. So where are you off to?”

“A briefing in Engineering,” Baxter said. “Kelly and I will see you for dinner tonight?”

“Count on it,” Kimmel said as Baxter stepped into the turbolift.



“Have a seat,” Captain Sullivan said, stepping behind her desk in the captain’s readyroom, as Agent Dallas and her hulking, scaly blue- skinned sidekick walked in. Sullivan tried to avoid staring at Agent Batyn, but it wasn’t often one encountered an Antedian, and even at that, Sullivan wasn’t aware of any in Starfleet. Something about the flapping gills and dead-eyed stare made her uneasy.

“I’ll stand. Seats are a dicey proposition for me,” Batyn muttered, glancing around the readyroom. “Nice office you have here, by the by.”

“Uh, thanks,” Sullivan said, and turned her attention to Batyn, who was virtually bouncing in her seat as she slapped a padd on Sullivan’s desk. “What can I do for you, Agent Dallas?”

“Read that,” Dallas said, pointing at the padd.

“Ooooookay,” Sullivan said, and picked up the padd. “Let’s see. Transcript of an interview with a Mister Mirk?”

“And Lieutenant Commander Hartley. Both of the U.S.S. Explorer. The ship you’re currently trying to track down.”

“All due respect, Agent Dallas, but how do you know about that?”

“We’re Starfleet Intelligence. We’re paid to know these things.”

“Paid,” Batyn snorted. “Huh.”

“Well, however you’ve come to know this information, you should know that I have no plans to involve Starfleet Intelligence on this.”

“This doesn’t need to involve Starfleet Intelligence. This is personal.”

“It’s always personal with her,” Batyn muttered.

Sullivan leaned back in her chair, vaguely amused by the dynamics of the pair. They reminded her a little of herself and Scott Baird, in their own way. “And why is it personal?”

“Because I’m the one that interviewed them. I’m the one who they escaped from, and who chased them through Waystation and lost them.”

Poor Lisa Beck, Sullivan thought to herself. It was always something on Waystation. “Please tell me this is about more than just your petty vengeance.”

“It’s also about her petty need to find the truth,” Batyn muttered.

“Hush,” Dallas said without looking at him. “But he’s right. It is about my need to find the truth. Luckily, that need is compatible with your need to find the Explorer. I need to know why Admiral Baxter wanted to study Mirk’s aptitude for omnipotence. Why he was hiding this investigation from his own son, the captain of the Explorer, and why the Explorer is running silent now, after the apparent disappearance of the Tracker.”

Sullivan shook her head in disbelief. This woman had done an excellent job of connecting all the dots. She idly wondered why she hadn’t advanced further in Starfleet Intelligence. Probably had something to do with the “petty” part.

“So you want to come with us, then?” Sullivan said, rolling her tongue against her cheek thoughtfully. “Okay. You can come along as observers, but observers only. If you have information, I want to know it, but other than that, it’s as if you’re not even here. Are we clear?”

Dallas smiled. “Perfectly.”



Three grueling hours after she’d arrived at her office, Counselor Peterman finally said those six long-awaited words to Lt. Sefelt.

“Looks like our time is up,” she breathed, and leapt from her chair.

“But I hadn’t gotten to my fear of flounder!” Sefelt stammered, as Peterman took him by the arm and led him to the door.

“We’ll…tackle that next week,” Peterman said, suppressing a chuckle.

“But they only have eyes on one side of their body! That’s unnatural!”

“Howie, it’ll be okay. You do realize the Explorer has a vital and important mission right now, don’t you?”

Sefelt looked around uneasily. “Sort of.”

“Well, it’s crucial that you put your fear of flounder aside for a while and focus on your job. Lives could be at stake!”

“My life?”

“No. No,” Peterman said quickly. “You’ll be fine. Remember your personal invincibility shield. As long as you’ve got that, nobody can hurt you.”

“That’s right,” Sefelt said, as he headed off down the corridor. “I’d forgotten all about that.”

“Go get ’em, Howie!” Peterman said encouragingly. Her colleagues would deride the whole personal-invincibility thing, but to Peterman, it was a desperate move. Every day was a struggle just to keep Sefelt from cracking up entirely. Then again, as counselor, she could pretty much say that for the rest of the crew too, especially on the Explorer.

Then, as if to make her point for her, the door chime rang.

“Come,” Peterman said, sagging into her chair and grabbing her padd.

Her doors parted, and Lt. J’hana stepped in. “Counselor,” she said with a growl, and bowed gently.

“Have a seat, J’hana,” Peterman said, gesturing for the couch. “It’s been a while since we’ve…talked like this.”

“I have not had need of your services for a while,” J’hana said. “In general, this has been a pretty good year.”

“I’m glad to hear that. But I sense something’s changed?”

“Lieutenant Commander Tilleran has changed. Since we visited Betazed. She’s seemed distant.”

“That’s normal. Relationships are cyclical, like a planet’s orbit. They have apogees and perigees.”

“That is profound, Counselor. But I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You’ve attended some type of classes at Starfleet Academy, haven’t you?”

“I attended on a sports scholarship. Rugby. I’d prefer not to discuss it. People…got hurt.”

“Of course,” Peterman said, always happy to steer clear of a topic at J’hana’s request. If she didn’t want to go into it, odds were that Peterman didn’t want to touch it either. “Now what about Tilleran? Have you spoken to her about this feeling of distance?”

“There is no need to speak with her. Our feelings are known, mutually, through the Imzadi bond.”

“You’re in telepathic communication?”

“Of a sort. Suffice it to say, we each know what the other is thinking, most times.”

“That can be helpful in a relationship. It can also be hurtful. You can over-examine things. Sometimes people have feelings…just because.”

“There is also the matter of the Orions.”

“What do they have to do with Tilleran?”

“Nothing, except that she doesn’t understand my hatred of them. I’ve explained that they’ve killed nineteen of my cousins. But that doesn’t speak to the depth and breadth of my need to destroy them.”

Peterman gasped. “They killed…nineteen of your cousins?”

“That’s not the point,” J’hana said, waving a hand dismissively. “They died honorably. It’s fine, really. But vengeance must be mine.”

“Vengeance is a powerful emotion.”

“Bah! It’s the only emotion worth having,” J’hana said, and leaned back, resting an arm on the back of the couch. “Still, I’m afraid that Commander Tilleran doesn’t understand the brutal part of my nature.”

“Are there…um, any other parts to your nature?”

“Of course. I can be tender, loving, attentive. Just because you have not witnessed these traits personally doesn’t mean I don’t have them.”

“I don’t mean any offense. It’s just…”

“Should I break up with Commander Tilleran?’

“Aren’t you being a bit rash?”

“My medical history has nothing to do with this.”

Peterman took a deep breath, then folded her hands and leaned forward. “Do you still want to be with Tilleran?”

“Are you kidding? She is my Imzadi. She is the afterlife to my ritual slaying.”

“That’s…that’s important in a relationship.”

“But if she does not want to be with me any longer, I do not wish to burden her with my further presence.”

“And you suspect this, why, just because she’s being distant?”

“Pink-skins,” J’hana spat. “None of you know what you want. And none of you come out and say what you want, either. It’s monumentally frustrating.”

“I can see that.”

“Still, I love her deeply. If her wish is to explore life without me, I will honor that wish without hesitation.”

“Don’t your feelings in this matter at all?”

“Of course not. That’s what holodecks are for.”

“You’re a fascinating woman, J’hana.”

“You do not know the half of it, I’m afraid.” J’hana glanced at the chronometer. “I know I have you for the whole hour, but I believe you’ve addressed all my questions. I’d like to get a smoothie before going back to work.”

“If you insist. But I don’t feel like we really accomplished anything yet.”

“Don’t be silly,” J’hana said, and slapped Peterman hard on the shoulder. “You are immensely helpful. When you die, your soul will be rendered to shreds by the thousand Andorian gods of destruction. But for one brief moment, you will know that all this…” She waved her hand, as if to encompass the whole Explorer. “…was worth it.”

“Er…thanks.”

J’hana nodded and walked out the door, leaving a very confused Peterman behind.



Half an hour later, Peterman found herself seated across from Lt. Commander Tilleran, feeling an awkward sense of deja vu. She looked at Tilleran blankly a moment, trying to gather her thoughts.

“You all right, Counselor?” Tilleran asked, her lips pursed with concern as she leaned back on the fainting couch.

“Me? Fine!” Peterman said, and started tapping her foot quickly.

“You seem…a little spacey.”

“I’m just…I’ve had a lot of caffeine today. Double Bajoran Lattee at the replimat.”

“I see. I’ve been there,” Tilleran said. “Well, I’ll try not to take too much of your time.”

“Take all the time you want,” Peterman said. “That is, until my next appointment in fifty-five minutes.”

“You’re really booked today, huh?”

“You could say that. But don’t worry about that.” Peterman straightened, laying her padd in her lap. “Let’s talk about you.”

“Okay,” Tilleran said, with a deep breath. “Me. Well, I guess I just wanted to know what you would think about the idea of me…you know, uh….having some kids and a family and everything.”

Peterman’s eyes went wide. “Kids?”

Tilleran shrugged, looking away. “Yeah, maybe.”

“Ariel…” Peterman sat forward and took Tilleran’s hand. “You want kids?”

“I’ve thought about it. About the future. About what I’ll do after I leave the Explorer.”

“You’re leaving!?”

Tilleran laughed. “Not this minute. But eventually. Nobody does this kind of work forever.”

Peterman blinked. She’d never really thought about that.

“I guess not. But…”

“I just think it’s time to start planning. To lay the groundwork. I’m not getting any younger. Betazoid women are fertile until they’re a hundred. Still…why put off until tomorrow…”

“Have you discussed these plans with J’hana?”

“Are you kidding? She’d probably stab herself. Or me. Or the couch. A big knife would be involved, one way or the other, for sure.”

“Do you think you’re in danger?”

“Nah!” Tilleran scoffed. “They’re never mortal wounds. It’s just for show. Anyways, I haven’t gotten the guts to talk to J’hana about it, because I don’t think she’d handle it very well. It’s better for right now if she continues on not knowing what I’m thinking. Luckily, I don’t think she has a clue.”

Peterman thought a while about that Imzadi bond, and that it must not be all it was cracked up to be. Then she hoped like hell that Tilleran wasn’t snooping on her thoughts. “Don’t you think you need to tell her eventually? Especially if you’re going to be actively searching for a…mate?”

“I don’t know,” Tilleran shrugged. “It all depends on when I want to do this. It may be in ten years. It may be next year. I just don’t know.”

“But shouldn’t you involve J’hana in these plans?”

“You mean, like, a threesome?” Tilleran rubbed her chin. “I hadn’t considered that.”

“No,” Peterman said, scrubbing a hand down her face. “I wasn’t…I mean…no not that. I meant, don’t you have an obligation to talk to her about this?”

“Of course. When the time is right.”

“And when is that?”

“I think I’ll know. It’ll feel right.”

“You may find, once you tell her, you feel better about the whole thing. Or J’hana may even be able to help you work through these decisions.”

“You have met J’hana, haven’t you?” Tilleran asked, wrinkling her nose.

“I think you aren’t giving her enough credit. She loves you, Aria. She wants you to be happy.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Tilleran said, and leaned up. “Maybe we should talk about this.”

“I’m glad you see it my way!” Peterman said.

“Thanks for the help,” Tilleran said. “I forgot how helpful it could be coming here!”

“Any time!” Peterman said as she walked Tilleran to the door. “Just make an appointment.”

“I’ll do that. See you later!”

The Betazoid smiled as she trotted off to the turbolift.

Meanwhile, the doors to Peterman’s office closed and she sagged against them. She glanced at the time. “God…is this day over YET?”

Then the door chime rang.



A chime rang at Fontaine’s station and he glanced down. “I think we’ve got something, Captain!”

Sullivan pivoted in her chair toward Fontaine. “This better not be another Pakled garbage dump like the one you picked up a couple hours ago.”

“Subspace ripples. Phase variances. Minute, barely recognizable as anything but subspace noise, but could be a large vessel increasing warp speed.”

“A vessel as large as the Explorer?”

“It’s our best lead so far, Captain.”

Sullivan turned back toward the front of the bridge. “Intercept at best speed, Mister Flagg. Best speed and then some. I want this wrapped up. And now.”

Dallas and Batyn sat on either side of Sullivan; Dallas at her left, looking at her wonderingly.

“You’re really taking this seriously, aren’t you?”

“What other way is there to take it? One of our ships has gone off the reservation and it’s up to me to get it back.”

“I like you,” Dallas said.

“She doesn’t say that much,” Batyn said.

“I’m…honored,” Sullivan said with a shake of her head. “Fontaine, I want constant updates. Let me know as soon as you see something resembling a Federation Starship.”

“How can she be that hard to find?” Dallas wondered.

“We’ve been asking the same question. It’s highly unlikely they have a cloak, so…”

Dallas turned to Sullivan, her eyes wide. “You know, if I recall, the scout ship assigned to the Explorer, the Escort, is equipped with a special type of shielding that makes her almost undetectable. It’s possible the Explorer has been equipped with the same kind of shields.”

“You’re good,” Sullivan admitted. “But how does that help us track her?”

Dallas thought a moment. “Actually, I’ve got an idea…”



The doors to Peterman’s office opened to reveal a glowering Jem’Hadar warrior. She struggled not to yelp. She’d been around Chaka’kan for a year and a half now, and most of her initial fear of him had subsided. She knew him to be a gentle, kind, and warm person…as polar opposite of any Jem’Hadar as one could possibly get. Still, Chaka was an imposing presence, and Peterman was on edge.

Steffie clung to Chaka’s hip, digging in with her heels.

“Wheeeeeeeeeee!” she giggled.

“I have come to deliver your daughter,” Chaka said, straightfaced, as the tiny toddler clung to him.

“Fun fun Chaka!” Steffie cooed, hugging the Jem’Hadar’s leg. Even more amazing than the fact that she’d finally adjusted to having a formerly bitter enemy of the Federation watch her child was the fact that Steffie never needed any time to adjust. She seemed to take to the spiny man right from the start.

“Yes, but you must go with your mother now. Good health is crucial,” Chaka said, gently lifting Steffie off his leg and setting her down on the floor. “You must go now.”

Steffie wobbled over to Peterman, clenching her leg now. “Chaka go, Chaka go!”

Peterman grinned as she lifted Steffie onto her hip. “I think she wants you to go with us to the doctor.”

“Unfortunately, I cannot. I have self-defense lessons with Plato in ten.”

“Oh,” Peterman said. “That’ll be fun. How’s he doing anyway? I haven’t seen him around.”

Chaka shook his head. “He is within himself, Counselor. He breathes, he exists. But he does not live. Something weighs heavily on the boy.”

“Good analysis,” Peterman said thoughtfully. “Ever think about going into counseling?”

“I do not have the mettle for it,” Chaka said, and bowed. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must go teach the boy.”

“Tell him I said hello, and to come see me if he wants to talk,” Peterman said. Although that offer was not sounding as sincere as she wanted it to today.

“Indeed,” he said, and walked off.

“Jay-jay?” Steffie asked as Peterman set her down to walk with her to the turbolift.

“Yes,” Peterman said, turning to lock her office door. “We’re going to see Aunt Janice.”

“Wheee!” Steffie giggled, and hopped along beside Peterman as she led her by the hand to the turbolift. “Jay-jay fun!”

“Everybody’s fun,” Peterman laughed as she punched the turbolift call button. “Is mommy fun?”

Steffie stared at her blankly for a moment.

“Right. Into the lift,” Peterman muttered.



“New contact, bearing zero one four mark two two three,” Ensign Jerrica Ridley announced from ops.

“J’hana?” Baxter asked, looking back to tactical.

“Federation starship. Steamrunner class. It’s the U.S.S. Orleans.”

“Commander Donovan, Admiral Baxter, report to the bridge,” Baxter said as he walked up to the tactical console.

“Have they spotted us?” Richards asked, following Baxter.

“Hard to say,” J’hana said, tapping at her console. “Commander Tilleran, will you tie in the lateral sensors? I need to confirm their multispectral wavelengths.”

“What?” Tilleran asked, glancing up. “Oh. Wavelengths. Right.”

Baxter looked over his shoulder at Tilleran, then back to J’hana. “What’s her heading?”

“Not quite a parallel course to us, sir. She might not have spotted us.”

“Still, she’s uncomfortably close,” Richards said.

“Yeah,” Baxter said, studying J’hana’s panel. “That range looks like…well…like…the one blinker is a few inches from the other blinker.”

J’hana stared at Baxter. “Really, Captain.”

“Hey, I lived in the twenty-first century for three months!”

“That tired refrain is wearing thin, sir.”

Baxter narrowed his eyes at J’hana. “How far, Lieutenant?”

“Fifteen million kilometers, but closing at moderate speed.”

“Should we alter course?” Richards asked.

“No,” Baxter snapped. “Don’t do anything. No shields, no weapons. We lay low. Bridge to Engineering.”

“Hartley here.”

“Reduce our power to minimum operating level. I don’t want anybody out there to hear a peep.”

“Oh, so we’re playing THAT game now,” Hartley muttered.

“Yes we are. Do it!”

“Fine, fine…”

“Put that telemetry on screen,” Richards said, looking to the viewscreen.

J’hana nodded and tapped a control. “Still closing, but course still roughly parallel to ours. Eleven million kilometers.”

Ashley and Harlan stepped onto the bridge. “Well?” Harlan asked, yanking the cigar out of his mouth.

“We may have company,” Baxter said, pointing up at the viewscreen, and the sensor grid that showed the Orleans closing position.

“Orleans,” Harlan grumbled. “Woodall’s old ship. He’s sent his protege out to find us.”

“You hardly say one intelligible word, then you break out with ‘protoge,’” Baxter said, shaking his head.

“That may be a standard patrol route,” Ashley said. “Let’s not jump the gun here. Commander Tilleran, pull up all starship patrol routes and overlay them with the Orleans’ course.”

Tilleran nodded and went to work on her panel.

“What do we do?” Baxter asked, stepping down to the front of the bridge with Harlan, Ashley, and Richards.

“We ensure the completion of this mission at all costs,” Ashley said.

“Does that include firing on another Starfleet vessel?” Richards asked.

“Disable only,” Harlan rattled, stuffing the cigar back into his mouth.

“This is really going to f*** up my record. Worse than the jail sentence,” Baxter groaned, and fell down into his chair.



“Ensign Forbes to Bridge,” came a voice over the comm system.

Sullivan glanced up, glued to her command chair. “Go ahead, Forbes.”

“I see her! Bearing thirty degrees to starboard.”

“Plot it, Fontaine.”

“I knew this would work!” Dallas exclaimed.

“Yeah,” Sullivan said. “Who knew finding the Explorer would be as easy as posting a few people at the viewports and telling them to keep watch?”

“It’s a crucial design flaw,” Dallas said. “Now then, shouldn’t we intercept?”

“Not yet,” Sullivan said. “First I want to try and get a better idea of what she’s up to.”

“And how do you plan to do that?”

“Extrapolate her course, of course.”

“Cute,” Batyn said. “But what if they know we know they’re there?”

“Then the jig is up. But we’ve got to bet that they’re not that smart.”

“That much is certain,” Dallas said. “Still…”



“Two million klicks and holding,” J’hana said. “Speed and course not quite matching ours.”

“This is all too convenient,” Baxter said, rubbing his chin. “The course and speed don’t quite match. They show up out of nowhere…”

“Confirmed,” Tilleran said, looking up from her star charts. “Orleans course doesn’t match any standard Starfleet patrol route.”

“They’re chasing us,” Richards said. “They just don’t want us to know.”

“Then I’m going to have to force their hand,” Baxter said. “Madera, on my order, all stop!”

Madera nodded. “Standing by all-stop.”

“Now!”

The viewscreen shifted to a view of streaking stars which suddenly shrunk to points. The Explorer shook imperceptibly as it went from mind- boggling warp speeds to completely still.

“It worked. Orleans overshot us!” J’hana announced. “They’re stopping now, but they’re already half a parsec away.”

“Come about,” Baxter said, and stepped up to the helm console. “Madera, lay in a roundabout course to the Zendab system. Then engage at maximum warp as soon as you’re ready.”

“Aye, sir, the scenic route it is,” Madera said, and went to work at her panel.

“They’re not going to be so cavalier next time,” Ashley said as Baxter walked past her. “Next time, they’ll just march right up and demand to know what’s going on.”

“Then next time we’ll have to come up with something else,” Baxter muttered, walked up to the aft turbolift. “Richards, you have the bridge.”

“Boy, you just can’t…” Harlan said, getting up from his chair.

“Yeah, I can,” Baxter said simply, stepping into the lift.



“Damn it!” Sullivan said, leaping from her chair. “Flagg, turn us around. Take us back there, all possible speed!”

“It’s going to be too late,” Dallas said, stepping up beside Sullivan. “They’ll have shot off on a whole new course, and we’ll have to do this whole thing over again.”

“Sometimes you get the brine, sometimes the brine gets you,” Batyn said.

Sullivan stared at the streaking stars on the viewscreen. “Well, next time I see that brine…”



Peterman found Anna Kimmel standing at her door when she got back from the check-up, Steffie having passed with flying colors and been returned to Chaka’kan’s care. The check-up went well, although Peterman would never understand why Browning gave out ravioli rather t han a lollipop to her young patients.

“Hi Anna!” Peterman said. “Looking forward to dinner tonight?”

“Yeah,” Anna said, nodding, pushing her hair behind her ears. “I really am. The family thing…it’s all a little bit new to me.”

“Well, I’ve got some special recipes loaded into the replicator in the Captain’s Mess. It should be nice.”

“Can’t wait.”

“Well,” Peterman said, punching the unlock code on her office. “I’d love to chat, but I have to take the Pomeranians out for walkies.”

“Actually, I was hoping we could talk.”

Peterman blinked. “Oh. Talk. Like as in…you and me. Talking?”

“You are the Ship’s Counselor, right?”

“Yeah…yeah,” Peterman said, leaning in and grabbing Boomer and Starbuck’s leashes. “Mind if we walk and talk? The arboretum is usually empty this time of day…and considering there are no civilians on the ship right now…”

“Sure,” Kimmel said, as Peterman buckled the leashes onto the yipping little dogs and tugged them along behind her. “I shouldn’t keep you long. I know you’ve probably got appointments and stuff.”

“Forget about it,” Peterman said, making her way down the corridor with Kimmel matching her stride. “You’re family. Any problem of yours is a problem of ours.”

“Actually, it’s a problem of yours that I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Come again?”

“Well, a problem of ours. It’s Andy. He’s not right.”

Peterman smiled politely. “Not…right?”

“Yeah. I don’t know how I know. Maybe it’s a sister thing. But I just…I know.”

“We actually talked about things this morning. He seems good. As his counselor, and his wife, I can give him a clean bill of mental health.”

“I’m glad to hear that. But still, I think you might want to talk to him.”

Peterman nodded. “I will.”

“I’ll let you get to ‘walkies,’” Kimmel said with a grin, leaning down to pet the Pomeranians. “Cute dogs.”

“Thanks,” Peterman said, and watched Kimmel walk off.



Captain Baxter stared at the viewscreen on the smoke-filled and dim-lit bridge of the Explorer. The bridge was empty, save for him, standing at tactical. On the screen, the U.S.S. Idlewild came about, its weapons blazing.

The Explorer shook again and again, rafters rattling, the deck threatening to flip right out from under Baxter’s feet.

“Ficker!” Baxter called out, frantically firing back. “Show yourself, you son of a bitch!”

On command, the screen was filled with Alvin Ficker’s smiling, bespetacled face. “Oh, Andy. How fitting it is that we can share this moment. Annihilating each other. Somehow fitting, isn’t it?”

“I’m not the one that’s going to be annihilated,” Baxter said, pausing to check the status of the twin tri-cobalt devices that were loading in the launch bay below. He just had to stall for time, drawing Ficker in close enough so that he was within maximum effective range.

“Full of ourself, aren’t we?” Ficker asked.

“Yes. You are,” Baxter said, his finger hovering above the firing control, as Idlewild’s phasers continued to cut away at the Explorer. Panels exploded all around Baxter. The smoke grew thicker.

“Too bad only one of us will make it out of this. But I’ll send your regards to Tantalus Five!”

“Remember me to Harold Square, you piece of sh**,” Baxter said, and slammed his hand down on the firing control

The weapons indicator showed the tri-cobalt’s launching. And he watched Ficker’s panicked face as he saw on his own tactical sensors what was coming.

“Baxter, you….bad bad boy!”

Explosions filled the viewscreen, and the Explorer shook, and was still.

Baxter sagged against tactical, as the charred remains of the Idlewild floated by on the screen.

“Nice shot,” a voice said from behind him.

He glanced over his shoulder. “Kelly?”

“Some program,” she said, and stepped over next to him, slipping an arm around his waist and leaning her head on his shoulder. “But I think you’ll find the Risan spas a little more relaxing.”

“I don’t want to relax,” Baxter said. “I came here to vent. How’d you get in here, anyway?”

“I asked the computer.”

“Stupid computer. But how’d you get in? The holodeck’s privacy protocols…”

“Counselor’s Prerogative.”

“Thank you, Barclay Act of 2367,” Baxter said ruefully. He gently pulled free from Peterman and crossed the bridge. “So now you think I’m nuts.”

“I think you’re justifiably upset.”

“Ficker went so far over the line, he can’t see it anymore. I’ve never wanted to get my hands on someone so bad, Kelly. He betrayed Starfleet, he betrayed everyone. When he snatched Anna away, when he tried to kill us…he went way, way over the line.”

“He’s certainly a threat,” Peterman said, and looked at Baxter, her jaw set. “But he’s been off the map for weeks. He seems to be giving us a very wide berth. There have been no reports of any activity from him since we saw him last at Falkath.”

“That doesn’t mean he won’t show up to terrorize us again.”

“Yeah,” Peterman said. “I can see you’re mad. But you also seem let down. Betrayed.”

“Maybe I am.”

“Funny, since you really never liked Ficker to begin with. Sure, you should hate him a little more, but why do you feel like he’s betrayed your trust?”

“This is not the time for psychoanalysis, Kelly.”

“I think it is,” Peterman said, and stepped back toward Baxter, this time keeping her distance. “And I think I was more of a wife than a therapist this morning. And that was a big mistake on my part. I didn’t see it, and I should have.”

“See what?”

“This anger you’re feeling, it’s not all about Alvin Ficker, is it? You feel betrayed, all right, but not by him.”

“Kelly, I don’t know what the hell you’re getting at.”

Peterman gently took his hand. “Who lied to you all your life? Who never told you about that sister you never had?”

“You counselors,” Baxter muttered. “It always comes back to the parents, doesn’t it? They’re responsible for everything.”

“You can’t deny it, Andy. Your Father kept something vital from you for a long time. And now you have to confront that. Or it’ll affect every decision you make. It’ll jeopardize this entire mission.”

“I can’t talk about this right now, Kelly. Let’s just…let’s just table this for now. Arch!”

“I can relieve you of command,” Peterman said, stopping Baxter in his tracks as the holodeck arch appeared in the middle of the bridge and he walked toward it.

“You wouldn’t,” he said, without turning around.

“I would if I thought the mission was at risk. That the captain wasn’t making rational decisions. That his judgment was impaired.”

“This whole crew is impaired in one way or another. You know that better than anyone.”

“But this is different. We need to talk about this.”

“Fine,” Baxter said. “Fine. But not now.” And he walked out.



Peterman took a long time walking back to her office. She wasn’t eager to face the prospect of gathering her things and taking them back to her quarters. She knew the best thing for Andy was some cool-down time.

Maybe she’d duck out of dinner. Claim she had too much work to do (which wasn’t too far from the truth). Let him and Anna have dinner together, catch up, talk about their time at the Academy or something. Maybe that was what Andy needed, more than anything. There would be time tomorrow for them to talk, and try to sort out the issues he no doubt had with…

“Admiral Baxter!” Peterman exclaimed, as she rounded the corner nearest her office, finding Admiral Baxter pacing in front of her door.

Harlan looked up. “Counselor.”

“Can I help you?”

He looked around. “Stellar cartography near here?”

She looked at him. “Uh, it’s two decks down.”

“My mistake,” he said, and walked off.

“Admiral…” she called after him.

But if Admiral Baxter heard her, he didn’t act like it.



THE END.



NEXT:



The Orleans is closing on the Explorer. The Explorer is closing on Maura Drake. And, if that weren’t enough, the Directors are back, and have a very important mission for Mirk. But is Mirk strong enough to carry it out, and possibly betray every member of the Explorer crew? Find out, in “Sleight of Hand.”




Sleight of Hand



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 57376.4. At long last, we’re nearing the Zendab Five outpost. I’m not sure why I’m even recording this log, since all this will probably be erased eventually, but Counselor Peterman has suggested that recording these logs, at least for the moment, will help me deal with the events of late. Events which I’m not sure even I understand. On the plus side, we haven’t had any kind of mission in a while, which is nice. And since this whole log will eventually be purged, I don’t even have to ask the computer to delete that last remark. Life is good, eh?



Captain Baxter stared out the viewports in the Constellation Club as the Explorer roared toward Zendab Five.

The music chugged and boomed around him, but it was all washed out, a distant memory.

“Seat taken?” a gruff voice asked from behind him.

“Nah. Sit down, Dad,” Baxter said, as his father hunkered down in the seat next to him, glass of whiskey and cigar in hand.

“Not far now,” Harlan said, sparking up the cigar and leaning back.

“Six hours,” Baxter said. “And far enough away from any Starfleet listening posts that we should be able to stay in orbit for at least a couple days while we try to figure out if Maura Drake left any indication of her whereabouts behind.”

“Orions,” Harlan said simply as he smoked.

“They should be long gone by now. Probably sacked the place as soon as they heard about the research.” Baxter leaned forward. “However, since you were assigned here a zillion years ago, whenever it was, you should know some secrets. Some access codes that maybe the Orions didn’t know.”

He pulled out his cigar. “Boy, I wouldn’t drag us all the way out here if I didn’t.”

“Glad we’re clear on that.”

Harlan narrowed his eyes at Baxter. “You got a problem, boy?”

“No,” Baxter said flatly, sipping his rum’n grapefruit and staring out the windows. “Not at all.”

“Because you’ve been acting damn peculiar ever since we set off on this venture.”

“I’ve been acting peculiar?” Baxter said, raising his eyebrow. “Who started this, Dad? Who went off on this expedition in the first place, without telling anybody? Not the least of which, me and Mom.”

“Need to know basis,” Harlan rumbled.

“We’re your family. We need to know.” Baxter sat his drink down. “But I guess we should be lucky you talk to us at all. Some people don’t even get that.”

“You got something to say?” Harlan asked, glaring up at his son.

Baxter stood up, turned around, and glanced across the crowded, black-lit club. Anna Kimmel was sitting at the bar, nursing a wine cooler. “No. But you should.”

He walked off, pushing past other crewmembers on the dancefloor as he made his way over to the bar.

“Can I get you anything, Captain?” Mirk said, wiping down the bar as Baxter approached it, just a few seats down from Captain Kimmel.

“No thanks, Mirk,” he said, and inclined his head at Kimmel.

“She’s been here about an hour,” Mirk whispered. “Hasn’t said a word to anybody. But perked up when your Dad walked in. Then she perked down pretty quick when he walked by without speaking to her.”

“Uh-huh,” Baxter said. “Mind checking on that thing in the storeroom for me?”

“What thing?”

“Anything you want.”

Mirk nodded, understanding. “I’ll get right on it, Captain.” And he squeezed out from behind the bar as Baxter sidled behind it, stepping down to where Kimmel was seated.

“Can I get you a refill, Captain?” he asked her with a small grin.

Kimmel looked up. “Andy?”

“I work a nightshift at the club. Helps pay the bills. You know, Steffie’s college fund and all.”

“Funny. Where’s Kelly?”

“Working late. There’s been an upsurge in counseling appointments since we’ve gone off the Starfleet map.”

Kimmel looked down. “I know . Sorry about that.”

“It’s not your fault.” Baxter stared across the club at Admiral Baxter. “So…have you been keeping busy?”

“I’ve done like you said. Tried to relax. Catch up on my reading and stuff. Gribnar’s Thorn by Addlebrax was especially good. Thanks for the loan.”

“Andorian thrillers take a little getting used to, but they’re engrossing,” Baxter said, and tapped up another rum ’n grapefruit on the replicator beneath the bar. As he sipped it, he leaned forward. “Have you, um…thought about talking to Kelly?”

“About what?”

“You know. Things. How you’re feeling?”

“I feel fine.” She shifted on her seat and stared at her drink. “Okay, it feels weird. Knowing I could have this power, and not having the vaguest idea when or how, or if it will ever manifest itself. But overall I’m dealing with it okay.”

“What about him?” Baxter asked, nodding in the direction of Harlan.

“I don’t know how he’s dealing with it.”

“That’s kind of the point. I notice he hasn’t talked to you much.”

“I think he’d rather I wasn’t born,” Kimmel said. “Would have saved him, and you, a lot of trouble.”

Baxter took Kimmel by the shoulders. “Listen. That isn’t true. Never believe that for a second.”

She smiled. “You’re sweet, Andy.”

“Shhh,” Baxter said. “Look…Anna…do me a favor. Talk to Kelly tomorrow. Set up an appointment. Have her shuffle her schedule if she has to. But spend some time with her. I, uh…I worry about you.”

“Okay, okay, little brother. I will, for you.” Kimmel grinned, put her hand on Baxter’s. “If you promise me you’ll work things out between you and your Dad.”

“Our Dad.”

She sighed. “Yeah. Right.”

“Bridge to Baxter,” the voice of Commander Richards broke in. “You’d better get up here, sir.”

“Damn,” Baxter sighed. “I’ll be right up, Chris.” He looked at Kimmel. “Tomorrow?”

“I’ll do it.”

He grinned. “Good.” And he walked out from behind the bar, and out of the club.

Moments later, Mirk walked up, carrying a crate of pickeled Thalavian Eels. He’d been meaning to try to start up that craze again. With some new crew aboard, and with the crew badly in need of a distraction, he figured a fun-to-eat snack that slithered down the gullet was just what the doctor ordered. Or, the bartender, anyway.

Mirk set the box under the bar and walked over to Captain Kimmel. “Did Captain Baxter leave?”

“Yeah,” Kimmel said, pushing some hair behind her ear as she continued to sip her drink She looked around. “Busy night, considering.”

Mirk nodded. “Considering that non-essential personnel were evacuated? Yeah. But this place has a pretty big group of regulars. They like the dancing.” He sighed. “And the drinking. Yes they love the drinking. Especially when things are…so uncertain.”

“Yeah,” Kimmel said.

“Not that any of that’s your fault,” Mirk said quickly. “Not at all!”

“That ground’s already been covered by the last bartender, Mirk,” Kimmel said with a kind smile. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Okay,” Mirk said with a sheepish grin. “How about some pickled Thalavian Eels then?”

“Ummm…thanks, but I’m not hungry.”

“You’re sure?” Mirk asked, kneeling down to crack open the crate.

“Pretty sure.”

<Kill her.>

Mirk shot to his feet, looking around. “What?”

“I didn’t say anything,” Kimmel said.

“I…I heard a voice.”

<Kill her.>

Mirk scanned the bar crowd, the undulating shadows on the dancefloor. Lights passing over a multitude of faces, and Anna Kimmel staring at him innocently.

<Kill her before she destroys you all. And put back the Thalavian Eels. That craze will never come back.>

“Who are you?” Mirk demanded angrily, looking up at the ceiling. “Goddess, I swear, if it’s you, I’ll knock your entity from here to…”

<Now, now, Mirk. I thought you’d come to know this voice pretty well. We have, after all, had our eyes on you for a very long time.>

Mirk’s face went blank, pale. “Dir…Directors?”

<It sure as heck isn’t Creative Artists Agency.>

Kimmel reached out to touch Mirk’s arm. “You look pale, Mirk. Maybe you should go to Sickbay?”

He stared at her, his mouth agape.

<Now do us a favor. Kill the girl. The universe depends on it, Mirk. It depends on you.>

“No!” Mirk shouted, and ran out of the bar.

“What’s his problem? All I did was play a little Vanilla Ice,” Zordock the Bold, the bronze-skinned, four-armed assistant bartender and part-time house DJ said, walking up to the bar beside Kimmel.

“I…I don’t know,” Kimmel said.

“Well, fine, no more Vanilla Ice,” the Therrian muttered, turning around and walking back to the DJ booth, his four arms waving. “All right, everybody, who wants to go to Funkytown?”



“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Baxter said, staring at the sensor contact on the viewscreen, as speed, engine, weaponry, and other data continued to feed onto the screen, updated by the second.

“It’s definitely the Orleans,” Richards said. “Same configuration of the ship that chased us halfway around Elrod Two-Twenty.”

“They entered sensor range nine minutes ago and are gaining on us. They’re a smaller ship, and slightly faster,” Tilleran said. “Once we reach Zendab, it won’t be long before they catch up.”

“They are tenacious,” J’hana said. “And this development keeps me from the dance floor. I am not happy.”

“We’ll all be off the dance floor…permanently…if the Orleans catches up to us,” Baxter said. He turned to Tilleran. “How could they have found us? The sensor-reflective forcefields should be masking us from sensor range. Ashley suppressed our warp field and engine emissions.”

“I’m not sure,” Tilleran said, looking at her panel. “They may not even have a direct bead on us. It could be they’re just following our subspace wake, which would mean they could only track us to within a parsec or two of our position.”

“But close enough to start snooping around,” Richards said. “And possibly find us in orbit of Zendab.”

“We’ve got to deal with the Orleans before we get there. If they figure out our destination, it won’t take a genius to figure out what we’re after,” Baxter said, walking up toward the back of the bridge. “J’hana, you and Tilleran coordinate. Find me a place to duck and hide. A nebula, or gaseous anomaly. Anything that shields our emissions completely. We’ll wait this thing out until they give up and leave the sector.”

“This could substantially delay our mission,” J’hana said.

“I realize that,” Baxter said. “But better than the alternative, which would be a whole task force converging on us once they realize what we’re doing. And when they find out, no doubt Section Thirty-One will too. And the Orions.”

“And all of the above would be very bad,” Richards would say.

“Very, very bad. Get to work. Let Richards know as soon as you have something, and we’ll change course.” Baxter turned around and headed for the turbolift.

“Should we contact Admiral Baxter or Commander Donovan?” J’hana asked.

“I suppose they’ll want to know,” Baxter said as the lift doors opened.

“Where are you going?” Richards asked.

Baxter stepped into the lift, then turned around and looked back at Richards. “Call me when we reach a hiding place.”



Mirk raced into his quarters, dashing back to the bedroom and flinging the closet open. He sifted through a pile of clothes. Hartley could be such a slob sometimes.

Underneath a pile of soiled tanktops, his altar lay, unused for a period of months.

He knelt there, and quickly uncorked the bottled papaya juice, drenching it over the altar, then sprinkling some on his forehead.

“Fruitiest beings on high, I beseech you, on behalf of the rich juices of the universe, reveal yourselves to me. Give me your words and your will. Let me know your vitamin-rich wisdom!”

Mirk sat there for several long moments, staring at the altar as if the wisdom would simply jump out of it and into his head.

<Nice theatrics. Good form. I give you a seven,> a voice said behind Mirk, and he nearly fell over from shock. He turned slowly.

“Directors?”

There, in his bedroom, a giant eyeball stood, glaring at him.

<You’re getting the idea.>

He fell to his knees again. “Directors. It’s…it’s been so long since you’ve revealed yourselves.”

<Our timeline is our own. Postproduction is a lengthy process. It often delays the release of major theatrical productions.>

“You’re so right. So right,” Mirk said, and bowed his head. “Please, enlighten me. I think I’ve misunderstood. You said something about…about killing someone, and I’m not sure how to interpret your words.”

The massive iris widened, then clinched, as the eye regarded Mirk. <What part don’t you understand? The “kill” part, or the “her” part?>

“I’m uncertain,” Mirk said.

<Then let’s make this more certain. That woman, Captain Kimmel? Kill her. End her life and be done with it.>

Mirk’s eyes went wide as he stared up at the Director. “I can’t do that!”

Red blood vessels rose up around the eyeball as it quickly became bloodshot, shaking with rage. <You do not refuse the Directors’ request! You will do this thing, because it is our will, and because it is the only way to save the universe!>

“It is?”

The eyeball stopped shaking, and the red blood vessels disappeared. <Do you think that was too over the top?>

“It was fine. Now, with all due respect, please, you have to tell me more. Why does killing Anna Kimmel save the universe?”

<You’ve already figured that part out. You said yourself, to Captain Baxter, that a power such as hers was strong enough to offset the balance of power in this universe. To rip apart its very fabric. After long deliberation, we’ve decided this is a bad idea, and that the universe should probably not be destroyed.>

“There must be another way. You’re omnipotent. Just take away her powers!”

<Thank you for reminding us we’re omnipotent!> The eyeball chuckled dryly. <We almost forgot. Now then, all kidding aside, we cannot take away what we did not give. Sure, we can turn you on and off like a light switch, but this new, artificial power is a different matter altogether. Someone of her plane must be the one to pull the proverbial plug. To drop the proverbial hatchet.> The eyeball paused a moment, considering. <Well, I suppose it could really be a hatchet, if you wanted it to be, but we were going to suggest a poison of some sort. Something not too messy.>

Mirk stared at the floor. “I can’t do this. I…I can’t.”

<We are your gods,> the Directors thundered. <You must.>

“But…”

<Would you rather be responsible for the end of your Universe?>

“Of course not!”

<Then it’s settled. Death. Let’s say…> And the eyeball pulled out a small padd. <What about tomorrow, lunchtime? Is that good for you? We’re pretty booked during the afternoon, but I suppose we could shift a few things around…>

“Tomorrow…lunchtime…” Mirk said blankly. “A-all right.”

<Once you complete this task, you’ll get your powers back, of course. Did we mention that? Oh, right. We haven’t talked to you since you married that engineer and lost all of your omnipotent abilities. Sorry about that. You know, one of those things in the fine print you never really pay attention to when you sign up. Anyway, we feel bad about it, so, yeah, you’ll have your powers back>

“But I–!” Mirk began, stepping forward, but the eyeball vanished instantly, leaving him alone in his bedroom.

“Mirkle?” Lt. Commander Hartley called, ducking into the bedroom. “I just got in from a refit of the shield modulators. Who were you talking to?’

“I was…just…praying.”

Hartley glanced over at the altar. “Oh. That. Yeah, sorry about the tanktops.”

“That’s okay,” Mirk said, shrugging off his dinner jacket. “Look…I think I’m just going to go to bed.”

Hartley felt his head. “Are you feeling okay?”

“Fine,” Mirk said, and pushed his pants off, crawling onto the bed.

Hartley leaned over, put a hand on his chest. “Sweetie, your hearts are beating at warp speed!”

“Don’t worry about it,” Mirk said, and rolled over. “G’night.”

Hartley watched him as he closed his eyes. “So I guess sex is out of the question, huh?”



Baxter lay in bed, in his darkened bedroom, staring at the ceiling, his hands behind his head.

He heard the doors open in the other room, but didn’t bother to get up.

“Honey, I’m ho…” Peterman began, then ducked into the bedroom, a sleeping Steffie clinging to her shoulder. “Andy, are you in here? Why are the lights off?”

“Just thinking,” Baxter said.

Peterman sat down beside Baxter, cradling Steffie against her chest. “You wouldn’t believe the day I had. You know Ensign Metzger in Astrometrics? Normal enough guy, right? Well, he holed himself up in the arboretum, claiming he needed air and open spaces.”

“Holodeck wouldn’t help, huh?”

Peterman gently smoothed Steffie’s hair. “Most claustrophobics can sense the holodeck walls. So no…the holodeck doesn’t help every case. Some may argue it doesn’t help anyone, ultimately.”

“You’re talking about me.”

“Good guess.” Peterman looked at Baxter. “What’s going on?”

“We’re going to have to hide out in a nebula or something. The Orleans has found us again.”

“Captain Sullivan’s tenacious.”

“I knew she was a formidable woman back when the two of us had to babysit that group of Junior Redshirts.”

“She was from the Secondprize, right?”

Baxter sighed. “Not everyone from that ship was a dud, Kelly.”

“Oh, like the Explorer, then?”

Baxter chuckled. “Not exactly like the Explorer.” He kept staring at the ceiling. “You think…you think I should talk to my Dad? I mean really talk to him?”

“Isn’t that what I’ve been saying to you for the past month? When you’ll come down from the bridge long enough to really talk to me?”

“It’s been busy. We’ve both been tense. It’s not the best time.”

“Well…if not now, when?”

“When the time is right,” Baxter said.

“And when will that be?”

“I have a feeling both of us will know. And I have a feeling that time is coming up pretty soon.”

“Well, you know best,” Peterman said, and stood up, shifting Steffie from one shoulder to the other. “I’d better get this one to bed. I figure it’s a good time to put things to bed, don’t you?”

Baxter didn’t answer.



“That’s them. Has to be,” Agent Dallas said, pacing in front of Captain Sullivan, who sat calmly in the command chair next to Agent Batyn.

“Would you sit down?” Sullivan asked. “You’re making me nervous.”

“No,” Dallas said, and walked up to the bridge replicator. “Coffee. Extra large. Black.”

“Haven’t you had enough of that stuff?” Batyn asked.

“Just need a pick-me-up,” Dallas said, grabbing the mug out of the slot and sipping quickly. “Mmmm. I don’t know what happened, but did you notice how a few years ago, the coffee selections in Starfleet replicators got a lot better?”

“I don’t really drink coffee, so no, I didn’t really notice,” Sullivan said, returning her attention to the rapidly moving blip on the viewscreen. “So say the subspace wake you found IS the Explorer. How close can we get?”

“Within a parsec,” Dallas said. “And that’s when we send out the runabouts and shuttles.”

“Back to people looking out every viewport,” Sullivan said.

“That’s our only way to be sure, as long as the Explorer is running with sensor-reflective forcefields.”

“Space is big. It’ll be a longshot.”

“I’ve plotted a very specific search pattern. We’ll pen them in, don’t worry.”

“And then what?” Batyn asked. “Shoot them down?”

Sullivan drew a long breath. “If necessary, yes, I’ve got orders to disable the Explorer.”

“And it doesn’t matter that those orders come from Commodore Woodall, who isn’t even your direct C.O.?”

“He’s my former captain. If you’d ever served on a starship, you’d know that some things come before professional obligation.”

Dallas rolled her eyes. “Yadda, yadda, yadda.”

“You’re an impressive specimen, Agent Dallas,” Sullivan mumbled.

“I like her,” Batyn said, pointing a flipper at Sullivan.

Dallas slumped into the chair on the other side of Sullivan. “Well, all I ask for is some time to question some key personnel on the Explorer. Admiral Baxter chief among them.”

“I have a feeling they’ll all be answering questions when this is over,” Sullivan said.

Dallas sipped her coffee, then her head nodded forward, and she awoke with a start.

“When was the last time you slept?” Sullivan asked.

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Do us all a favor and take a nap. You can use the couch in my readyroom if you like.”

Dallas shrugged. “I guess I could use some time to…plan.”

“Whatever you want to call it,” Sullivan said. “But it would help if both of you were sharp when the time comes to confront the Explorer. I have a feeling not everyone over there is as stupid as Starfleet thinks. We’ll need all the help we can get.”

“Of that you can be certain, Captain,” Dallas said, and stumbled back to the readyroom.

“What about you?” Sullivan asked, looking back at Batyn. “Can we get you a…tank… or something?”

“Actually,” Batyn said. “I understand some of the larger starships have their own….pools?”

Sullivan smiled. “Ensign Corsica. Get Agent Batyn a pool pass.”

“Ooh!” Batyn squealed, clapping his appendages.



“The system I-990 Oort cloud,” Commander Richards said, gesturing at the mauve expanse on the viewscreen as Baxter stepped out of the turbolift, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes.

“Impressive,” Baxter said flatly. “Will it block our sensor readings?”

“Completely,” Tilleran said, looking up from her station. “They can’t see in. But the downside is that we can’t see out, either.”

“I’ll take it,” Baxter said, and stepped down to the front of the bridge.

“So we wait,” Richards said, watching Baxter move down to join him in the command area. Richards shifted to the seat to the right and Baxter sat down in the command chair.

“We wait,” Baxter said. “We can’t afford to be found out.”

“How long can we afford to just sit here, though?” Richards asked.

“Long enough for the Orleans to pass us by.”

“Which could be days.”

Baxter leaned back. “I’m open to other suggestions if you have them.”

Richards pondered. Suddenly, he brightened. “We take the Escort out to Zendab Five! Her power signature is much smaller. The ship itself is smaller. She’ll be a lot harder to find. Harder to track!”

“And leave the Explorer here like a sitting duck?” Baxter asked.

“Nobody will even know she’s here.” Richards leaned in toward Baxter. “Anything else delays the mission–significantly.”

Baxter nodded. “You’ve got a point.” He thought about it a moment. “Okay. We’re going to do it. Distance from Zendab Five, Tilleran?”

“Three hours at maximum warp,” she said, already stepping out from behind her station.

“Just enough time for a hot cup of v’haspant, and to charge the phasers,” J’hana said, stepping out from around the tactical console.

“Tilleran, J’hana. You two are with me,” Baxter said, jogging up to the quarterdeck. “Richards, contact Ashley and my father. They’ll insist on going along. And have the Escort prepped for immediate departure.”

“What about Captain Kimmel?”

“She’ll stay here,” Baxter said briskly, and stepped into the aft turbolift. “Keep an eye on her, Chris.”

“The ship, or Captain Kimmel?”

“Both,” Baxter said, as Tilleran and J’hana stepped into the lift and the doors closed.

“Guess you’re not going with them,” Madera said from the helm.

Richards stared at the turbolift doors. “Guess not.”



Counselor Peterman picked up step next to Baxter as he walked down the corridor toward the Escort airlock. “Were you going to tell me you were leaving?”

“I was going to send a memo.”

“That’s not very damn funny.”

Baxter stopped, turning to look at Peterman. “The Escort is capable of slipping in and out of the Zendab outpost much more easily than the Explorer. It’s the smart choice. Which is funny, since it was actually Richards’s idea.”

“And what are we supposed to do in the meantime?”

“Crosswords?” Baxter suggested. “I don’t much care. Just stay out of the Orleans’ crosshairs. She’s out there, and something tells me Captain Sullivan will do just about anything to find us.”

“Her and Woodall are close.”

Baxter nodded. “And Woodall wants blood by now. Rank and file Starfleet types don’t take well to general mutiny, I’ve found.”

“Glad we got that cleared up.” Peterman leaned in and draped her arms around Baxter’s neck. “Be safe, Andy.”

J’hana glanced back at them as she neared the airlock. “Fear not, Counselor. If he should perish, I will bring back the corpse for you.”

“Thanks, I guess,” Peterman said, waving as Baxter walked off to join J’hana and Tilleran at the airlock.

Just then, Harlan and Ashley walked up.

“Ballsy move, boy,” Harlan muttered, as Tilleran cranked open the airlock door.

“Guess we’ll see, huh?” Baxter said, and ducked in, followed by the others.

“He got a problem?” Harlan asked.

“Just one?” Tilleran replied in a low voice. “Well…no…not just one.”



“You’re quiet this morning,” Zordock the Bold said, as Mirk stood behind the bar, leaning on it and staring out at the slim breakfast crowd.

“Just thinking….about a promotional event for the Club,” Mirk said, and turned to Zordock the Bold. “Something to welcome Captain Kimmel aboard the Explorer.”

Zordock the Bold scratched his bald head with one of his four hands. “That sounds lovely. I’m sure she’d like that. She seems a little…withdrawn, if I do say so myself. I mean, she only seems to talk to Captain Baxter.”

Mirk nodded. “I noticed that. So what if we throw her a surprise welcome party while Captain Baxter’s away?”

“Captain Baxter’s away?”

Mirk shifted a bit. “I…heard.”

“Well…Yeoman Briggs is still aboard,” Zordock the Bold said. “I’ll meet with him and work on the particulars.” He stepped out from behind the bar and headed over to the door.

“There should be cake!” Mirk shouted after him.

“You want me to get a cake?” Zordock the Bold asked.

“No,” Mirk said. He stared down at the glowing neon surface of the bar. “No. I’ll take care of the cake myself.”



“…so what do you think?” Peterman asked, leaning back on her fainting couch as Dr. Janice Browning sat in the chair beside the couch, sipping hot chocolate.

“About what? About Andy’s need to settle scores with his father, or about your violating counselor-patient privacy by talking to me about it?”

Peterman leaned up. “Violating? Excuse me…he’s my husband. I can talk to you about him if I want.”

“Sorry,” Browning said. “Didn’t mean to sound all…official-y. I just can’t keep it straight. When are you talking to him as his counselor, and when are you talking to him as his wife?”

“Oh, who knows,” Peterman sighed, and leaned back down on the couch. “This job is hard. I’m thinking I might transfer to medical. It seems easier.”

“It is the way I do it,” Browning said, watching the steam rise from her cup of hot chocolate. “But then again, you sometimes risk sealing a sandwich inside someone.”

“Eww,” Peterman said. “I’d never have to worry about that with this job.”

“Yeah. This job is usually a piece of cake as long as you keep Lieutenant Sefelt happy.”

“These are extraordinary circumstances though.”

“Where is Sefelt, anyway?”

“In the kindergarten classroom. Working with clay. He’s regressing.”

“Is he okay down there by himself, what with the teacher and all the other kids off the ship and all?”

“If anything, he’s better off with nobody else around. I just don’t think it’s wise for him to be on the bridge during all this….hubbub.”

“Good word for it,” Browning said, tipping her cup at Peterman. “You want me to get you a drink or something?”

“Pink squirrel, extra stiff,” Peterman moaned.

“Don’t you still have patients?”

“You’re right, of course. Make that two pink squirrels, extra extra stiff.”

Browning chuckled. “You run a tight operation down here.”



“Approaching Zendab Five,” J’hana said from the tactical station beside the command chair on the Escort’s cramped bridge.

“Standard orbit,” Baxter said, glancing up at Tilleran, who sat at the helm.

Tilleran nodded. “Standard orbit, aye. Scanning the outpost for lifesigns.”

Ashley stood behind the command chair, arms draped behind her back. Harlan, for his part, leaned against the vacant science console.

“You’re not going to find anything,” Ashley said. “That outpost has been abandoned for forty years.”

“I’d rather be certain we won’t be running into any Orion scouting parties,” Baxter said.

“Orions are long gone,” Harlan mumbled.

“No lifesigns,” Tilleran said. “The air in the outpost is stale but breathable.”

“Then let’s saddle up,” Baxter said, shoving out of his chair. “Phasers, tricorders. You all know what to do.”

“I’m still fuzzy on that,” Ashley said, following the group through the doors that lead off the bridge. “What do we actually hope to find here?”

“Answers,” Baxter said flatly.



“They just LEFT?” Captain Kimmel asked as she stood next to Richards on the bridge, looking out at the blank mauve blanket that faced them on the viewscreen.

“A couple hours ago, yes,” Richards said. “I think the Captain felt it would be better if you stayed here.”

“I’m sure he did,” Kimmel said, and her anger suddenly receded. “I’m sure he did. What a guy.”

“Are you okay?”

Kimmel turned away from the viewscreen. “I just…I wish I could help.”

“I think you’re helping a lot right now by staying out of harm’s way,” Richards said, putting a hand on Kimmel’s shoulder. Being comforting was never really his specialty, but he figured he’d give it a shot.

Kimmel looked back at him. “But are we really out of harm’s way? Aren’t we directly in harm’s way…because of me?”

“Have you…have you spoken to Counselor Peterman?”

Kimmel gave a crooked smile. “Not in the way I think you mean.”

“Wouldn’t be a bad idea,” Richards said. “You’ve been through a lot. And you’ve got a lot on your mind right now. Stop by and see her. You might be surprised that you feel better after you talk everything out.”

“You know this from experience?”

Richards shifted a bit. “Well…I’ve heard things.”

Kimmel smiled. “Thanks, Commander.”

“No problem,” Richards said, and nodded for the security officers to follow Kimmel as she headed off to the aft turbolift.



“Main power’s out,” Tilleran said, bathing the dark control room with hre palm beacon as she glanced down at her tricorder. “Too bad we didn’t bring Hartley. Between J’hana and I, it will take an hour or two to…”

Suddenly lights sprung on throughout the room, and the long corridors that branched off from it.

“Done!” Ashley Donovan said, slipping out from a side access hatch. She looked around, at the upturned chairs, smashed consoles, felled girders. “The place looks like crap. I’d guess the Orions have already been through and taken or destroyed anything of value.”

Baxter beamed. “That was…impressive.”

“The Admiral had detailed plans. And I studied them. Easy.”

“If you want a spot on my crew after this thing is over, the offer’s out there,” Baxter said, as he ducked down the adjacent corridor.

“I think your wife may have trouble with that,” Ashley said. She laughed. “And I would, too.”

“Jealousy doesn’t become you, Commander,” Baxter said with a small grin.

“I wasn’t speaking of being jealous. I just think I’d have my hands full fighting off that Andorian’s advances.”

Tilleran flinched visibly, then returned to her tricorder. “The Orions were definitely here. The databanks have been purged. I’ll have to take a closer look, but I imagine we’re way too late to get any information that’s of any use.”

“Maybe J’hana and my father are having better luck in the backup computer core,” Baxter said.

Suddenly Baxter’s combadge beeped. “J’hana to Baxter. Zrreeeaz!”

Baxter glanced at Tilleran.

“That’s Andorian for ‘Eureka,’” she said.

“But what language is Eureka in?” Baxter pondered.

“You can wrap your mind around that as we head to the computer core,” Ashley said. “Come on!”



“I think that’s a great idea,” Peterman said, leaning in toward her desktop terminal as Mirk fidgeted on the screen. To her, he looked nervous. Ill at ease. Maybe business in the Constellation Club was really bad, what with the lack of nonessential crew aboard. “When did you want to do it?”

“Around…lunchtime,” Mirk said, his face looking a little pale.

“Perfect!” Peterman said, clapping her hands. “A surprise party! It’s just what I needed to brighten my day.”

“Glad I could help,” Mirk said. “So you think you can do your part?”

“Absolutely,” Peterman said. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll get her there. You just handle the surprise part.”

“She’ll definitely be surprised,” Mirk said, and closed the channel, just as Peterman’s door chime beeped.

“Come,” Peterman said, wondering how she’d convince Kimmel to come down to her office

Her doors opened, revealing Captain Kimmel. “Got a minute?” she asked.

Peterman giggled inwardly. “Absolutely! Come on in, sit down! Your timing’s impeccable. I just got an opening in my schedule…”



“They did a good job purging the mains,” Harlan muttered as Tilleran and Ashley hunched over the thick cylinder at the center o the cramped room just below the main level of the outpost. “They even got to the backup. And this one’s a tertiary backup at that. But they only wiped what was on the surface.”

“Genius,” Tilleran said, running her tricorder over the cylinder. “There’s a thin film of biomemetic liquid coating this core. It’s carrying gigaquads of data.”

“You painted data-bearing goo onto the backup computer core,” Baxter marveled.

“Your old man had some good ideas in his time,” Harlan said. “The Orions never even noticed it.”

“Once we get all the biomemetic strings scanned into the tricorder, we can take them back to the ship and decode them,” Ashley said, scanning the core with her own tricorder.

“Then it looks like we got what we came for,” Baxter said.

“And then some,” a voice said from the door to the computer core, prompting everyone to turn around.



“Then where the hell are they?” Captain Sullivan asked. Now it was her turn to pace the bridge, while Dallas and Batyn occupied the other two chairs in the command area, looking perplexed.

“I’ve told you,” Dallas said, drawing a deep breath. “We’ve spent six hours doing an exhaustive grid search of half the sector. If the Explorer was out here, we’d have found her.”

Sullivan walked toward the viewscreen, staring at the intersecting lines that made up the grid of sector I-990. Her eyes traveled the solar systems, studying each star, each revolving planet, each….

“Oort cloud,” Sullivan said, and stomped her foot. “They’re in an Oort cloud.”

“Which one. There are a dozen,” Batyn said.

“We’ll just search each one,” Dallas said. “But Sullivan’s right. Those clouds would prevent sensors from penetrating, and visibility in there is nil. Oort clouds in this system are especially thick and inhospitable.”

Sullivan turned around and walked back to her command chair. “Thank you, Frommer’s GalactiGuide. But I’d like to see for myself. Who’s up for a tour of all those Oort clouds?”

Batyn did not raise his flipper.

“You’re welcomed to go swimming again, if this is boring you,” Dallas muttered.

“Good,” Sullivan said. “Glad we’re all on the same page here. Ensign Flagg, let’s go.”

“Our sensors will be useless in there, you know,” Dallas said.

“Of course I do,” Sullivan replied tightly, gripping the arms of her chair.

“So how do you propose we find them?”

“We’re going to do what should have probably been done a long time ago. We’re going to flush the Explorer.”



Kimmel and Peterman sat in silence.

“Thanks again for the tea,” Kimmel said softly.

“Don’t mention it!” Counselor Peterman crossed and uncrossed her legs as she sat in the chair beside the fainting couch, where Kimmel lay.

“So I guess I should be talking, huh?” Kimmel asked, leaning up on her elbows.

Peterman nodded, with a small smile. “Generally, that’s how these things work.”

“Guess I don’t know what to say.”

“Say what comes naturally to you,” Peterman said. “You’ve got a lot on your mind, I’m sure, what with all this omnipotence talk.”

“Really haven’t thought about it much,” Kimmel said, lying back down.

“How can that be?” Peterman asked. “I mean, you’re talking about a life-changing experience. Developing powers to control space and time. And you’re not the least bit nervous about it?”

Kimmel shrugged. “If it happens, it happens. Not much I can do to control it.”

“What about your father? I mean, your biological father. Does it bother you that Admiral Baxter does nothing to acknowledge your existence?”

“I guess. But he’s got to live his life, you know? I can’t bear grudges against the guy. He has his own problems to deal with. Besides, I have two very good parents who love me a lot. What more can a girl ask for?”

“What about Andy? The brother you never could admit you had? It must be jarring to be near him again, after having to keep that emotional and physical distance for so long…”

“That’s, uh, kind of a negative way of looking at it, isn’t it, Counselor?” Kimmel rolled over and rested her hand on her arm, facing Peterman. “I mean, with all the other good things already in my life, I’ve now got a brother to share them with, and we don’t have to keep our family ties a secret anymore. That’s exciting!”

“Your ship was destroyed.”

“I spoke to Commander Hartley. It sounds like the Tracker might be salvageable, after all. And nobody was seriously injured, so…”

“The universe may be coming to an end!”

“How can I worry about something that’s totally out of my control? All I can do is try my best to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

Peterman tried not to look frustrated. “You’ve got a great outlook, Anna. But don’t you think it’s possible that you might be…suppressing, just a bit?”

“I suppose. But I feel fine for the moment. And isn’t that the best anyone can ask for?”

Peterman folded her hands in her laps. “Look at the time! It’s about lunchtime. Want to break and get some lunch? Maybe come back at this on a full stomach?”

“If you insist, but honestly, just talking things out made me feel a lot better.”

“You’re kidding.”

“No, really.”

Peterman cocked her head. “Well, I’m…glad…I could help, I guess.”

“You’ve been invaluable.” Kimmel stood up. “So…Mirk’s?”

“You read my mind!”



“Doctor Browning?” Mirk asked, ducking into Sickbay with a large metal tourgh in hand. “Are you in?”

Browning’s head ducked out of the back office. “Mirk! Hi. I was just about to replicate some lunch.”

“Are you coming to the party?”

“Of course!” Browning said, crossing over to Mirk. “I just wanted a little…you know…snack.”

Mirk sniffed the air. “I smell pizza cooking.”

“A little snack pizza?” Browning asked with a shrug. Then she sniffed the air, and glanced down at the covered trough. “Wow…that smells good. Is that…?”

“My baked Ktarrian ziti. Yep. I’d pre-programmed the replicator to make it today for the Hammerstein boy’s bar mitzvah. Whatever that is.”

“And the Hammersteins are off the ship with the other non- essential personnel, and you forgot to delete the program!” Browning said with a growing smile. “I’ve done that myself many times at Space Tastes.”

“So, I thought, you know, if you wanted to have some for dinner, or whatnot, you could…”

Browning grabbed the trough. “Say no more, Mirk! I’m happy to take it off your hands!”

Mirk gave a small smile. “Somehow I thought you would be.”

“Want some?” Browning asked, as she hefted the tray back toward her and Dr. Wilcox’s office. It was really Wilcox’s, but Browning had a solid foothold on it, what with the pizza oven.

“No, I’m fine. Well, I’d love a glass of water, if it’s not too much trouble.”

“Not at all. Just a minute!”

“That’s what I’m counting on,” Mirk said in a low voice, and, after casting a quick glance around the empty sickbay, jogged over to one of the medical cabinets and swung it open. He scanned its contents, finally coming across the object he desired. He reached in and grabbed it, stuffed it in his jacket pocket, and turned around as Browning emerged with a glass of water for him, and a plateful of ziti for her.

“Thanks, Mirk. You sure know how to brighten a gal’s day!”

“I do my best,” Mirk said, cradling the programmable hypospray in his pocket, nodding at Browning as he walked out the door.

“Don’t you want your water?” Browning called after him through a mouthful of ziti.



“Doctor Drake!” Baxter exclaimed, stepping to the front of the group in the computer core at the Zendab Five outpost.

“Maura!” Harlan said, shoving Baxter aside and climbing the catwalk stairs to join the diminutive, graying, auburn-haired woman at the entrance to the core.

“What were you saying about us being too late?” Ashley Donovan asked Tillerean.

“I don’t think I said anything about being too late.”

“Well, someone did.” Ashley looked at J’hana.

J’hana stared longingly at the blonde Section 31 agent. “Hmm?” she finally murmured.

Ashley sighed. “Nevermind.”

“What are you doing here?” Harlan demanded as Baxter climbed up to join him.

“I was going to ask the same thing. But, uh, my Dad beat me to it.”

Maura looked from Harlan to Baxter. “Your…Dad. You’re Harlan’s son?”

Baxter nodded. “Andy Baxter. Captain of the Explorer.”

“A starship captain,” Maura said with a broadening smile. “Why am I not surprised that Harlan’s son is a line officer. You have warp plasma in your veins, Harlan.”

“Hrmph. You don’t know the half of it,” Harlan muttered. “Now what the hell are you doing here?”

Maura flipped her blue labcoat over her hips and shoved her hands in its pockets. “Well, don’t act as if you’re glad to see me or anything, Harlan. It’s not as if we didn’t have something back then.”

“I put stuff in a cup.”

“Dad. PLEASE!” Baxter groaned.

Harlan shrugged. “It’s true.”

“Oh, you know it was more than that,” Maura said, stepping forward and putting her hand on Harlan’s chest. “We created life. Right here on this outpost. That has to mean something.”

Baxter cleared his throat. “Ahem. Doctor Drake, that life you created is about to cause the universe to have a giant migraine if the Orions manage to capture her and tap into her power.”

“So…you know?” Maura said with an eyebrow raise. “Remind me not to tell you any secrets, Harlan.”

“We know too,” Tilleran said, stepping up next to J’hana.

“Me too,” Ashley Donovan said, and stepped toward Drake. “Along with Section Thirty-One, a covert arm of Starfleet who–”

“I know Section Thirty-One,” Maura said flatly. “And I’m not afraid of them. They won’t succeed in tapping into my daughter’s power any more than the Orions will.”

“That power was never meant to be tapped,” Harlan growled.

Maura clasped her hands behind her back. “And yet, here we are.”

“And how did you get here again?” asked Baxter.

“I left behind an early warning device,” Maura said. “It was designed to alert me when anyone beamed on or off the station. When the Orions came, I found out immediately. But I was three sectors away. By the time I got here, they were gone.”

“Just as well,” Ashley said. “You wouldn’t have been able to stand in their way.”

“Oh, this old scientist has a few tricks up her sleeves,” Maura said. “At any rate, I got here well after the Orions trashed the place.”

“They didn’t find what they were looking for, then,” Harlan said. “The research.”

“Anything of any import was encoded on the biomemetic gel,” Maura said. “I assume you’ve discovered that little hiding place already?”

“Naturally,” Ashley said.

“Good,” Maura said. “That’ll save us some time. Once you get the data, let’s get back to your ship. I assume Captain Kimmel is there?”

“Of course. We’re all about happy family reunions,” Ashley said, then crossed the room in three swift steps, leaning down into Maura’s face. “But let’s get one thing perfectly clear. Any information pertaining to the ‘unleashing’ of Captain Kimmel will be destroyed, up to and including your neural engrams.”

“I hardly think it’ll come to that.”

“It might,” Harlan rumbled.

“First things first,” Maura said. “I take it our position here is vulnerable, and that we should leave immediately?”

“When she’s right, she’s right,” Tilleran said.

“Agreed,” Baxter said. “Let’s finish gathering the data from the computer core, then get back to the Explorer ASAP. I don’t want her sitting out there any longer than she has to. I’ve got a…bad feeling…”



“Nice party,” Plato said, nudging Lt. Commander Megan Hartley, who glanced distractedly around the Constellation Club.

“Yeah,” she said. “Have you seen Mirk?”

“I think he went into the storeroom.” Plato hitched up onto the barstool. “He’s making sure the cake’s ready or something.”

“Oh,” Hartley said. “That’s nice.”

“Yeah, I think so too.” Plato swivelled on the stool a bit, then turned to Hartley. “Hey, Megan! Want to see me detach my thumb?”

Hartley wrinkled her nose. “No. Not really.”

“It’s a cool trick. I just learned it yesterday. Well, by accident…but still…”

“Something feels…wrong,” Hartley said, glancing around. “Do you feel it?”

Plato leaned forward. “I feel whatever you want me to feel, Megan.”

“What?”

“Well, it’s just that…lately I….” Plato took a breath, his cheeks flushing a bit. “Wow, this is awkward. I mean, I shouldn’t even be telling you. It’s just that, well…”

The doors to the Constellation Club parted, and all eyes were on the entrance. Lt. Madera stepped through, looking about meekly. “Uh, just me! But they’re on their way. They just got off the turbolift, so they’ll be here any minute!”

“Places, people!” Commander Richards ordered, ducking under a table. Everyone else likewise hid under their assigned tables in the club.

“Cut the lights, Zordock,” Hartley said.

“Zordock the Bold,” the Therrian corrected from behind the bar.

“Hi, Zordock the Bold,” Hartley said, mock-cheerfully, as she ducked behind a stool. “I’m Megan the Bitch.”

Zordock the Bold harrumphed, then punched a control, dimming the lights in the club. Then he likewise ducked behind the bar.

Plato sunk down beside Hartley in the darkness. “This is really exciting!”

“Yeah. Exciting,” Hartley said. “Hey…did you just detach your finger?”

“No. It’s still attached.”

“Then why is it touching my leg?”

“Oh. That. Um. Like I was saying, lately I really….”

Suddenly, light streamed into the room as the doors to the Club opened, and Counselor Peterman and Anna Kimmel stepped in.

“Must be a power outage,” Peterman said. “We’d better contact ship’s….”

“SURPRISE!” Everyone leapt to their feet and the lights came on full.

Kimmel’s eyes widened as she took in the scene. Crew were gathered around every table, clapping, as confetti fell all around her and a huge “Welcome Aboard, Captain Kimmel!” banner unfurled at the back of the club, and a blast of celebratory horns and trumpets sounded from every corner of the room.

“I’m…I’m speechless,” Kimmel gaped.

“We all wanted you to know how glad we are to have you with us,” Commander Richards said, stepping forward toward Kimmel, shaking her hand.

Peterman touched her shoulder. “You’re as much a part of this crew as anyone in this room, Anna.”

Meanwhile, Hartley scanned the room. “But where’s Mirk?”

“And where’s the cake?” Browning asked, glancing around from behind Richards.

Plato, unfazed, turned to Hartley. “So, like I was saying…”



<KILL HER!> The eyeball fairly shouted at a prostrate Mirk, in the cramped and dim-lit storeroom. <Do not question us! The Directors know all and our will must be done! Set the plot into motion, Mirk, and watch the sweet fruit of victory drip stickily all over you!>

Mirk stared up at the bulging eyeball. “With all respect, you don’t know what you’re asking.”

<Funny, because we just asked. Are you going to deny us this, Mirk? Will we have to find someone else to take up this task?>

Mirk’s brow furrowed. “Like who?”

<You don’t really think you’re the only one who can do our bidding, do you? Don’t be so vain. The universe doesn’t revolve around you.>

“I wasn’t…I mean….”

The eyeball rolled itself, exasperated. <Mirk, are you going to do this thing or not, because if you’re not, we really need to start thinking about an understudy.>

“No.” Mirk struggled to his feet. “I’ll do it.”

<Sure? There are no do-overs, little buddy.>

Mirk turned around, almost robotically, and grabbed the cake off the shelf, staring down at it. “I’m not going to disappoint you, Directors. I know this is a test. I get that. And I’m going to show you I can pass it. I’m going to make you proud.”

<We’re waiting,> the eyeball said. If it had a foot, it would be tapping.

“I’m going!”



“I’m crazy about you. I’m in love with you, Megan.”

Hartley blinked a moment, then lookd at Plato. “Huh?”

“Surprise!” Mirk said, his voice cracking a little as he rushed out, large sheetcake in hand.

“Mirk!” Anna said, clapping her hands to her face. “Wow. I didn’t expect all this. You shouldn’t have…”

“My…pleasure,” Mirk said, elbowing his way through the crowd and setting the cake down on the bar.

“Need a cake knife?” Browning asked, appearing suddenly at his side. “I just happened to bring one.”

“Zordock the Bold will cut the cake,” Mirk said, and turned to the crowd. “Then you call can have a slice! Okay?”

The crowd cheered. As a rule, the Explorer crew loved cake.

Hartley stepped up to Mirk, looking a little pale. “Uh, Mirk…can we talk?”

“I’m a little busy right now.”

“I’m a little disoriented right now,” she said, and glanced over her shoulder at a grinning Plato. “Remember how I said that taking care of Plato made me want to have kids of my own?”

“Vaguely,” Mirk said, staring vacantly at the rectangular white, blue-iced cake as Zordock withdrew a large carving knife and began cutting it into equal sections.

“Well, nevermind about that,” Hartley continued. “It just seems…. kinda weird now.”

Meanwhile, Kimmel smiled as she looked down on the cake and read the “Welcome Aboard the Explorer, Captain Kimmel!” inscription.

Browning licked her lips. “Devil’s food? Petrokian spice? What is it, Mirk?”

“Uh, I don’t know,” Mirk said, and turned around. He looked at Captain Kimmel. “Captain, you’ll do us the honor of eating the piece with your name on it?”

Kimmel nodded, taking the slice Zordock the Bold handed to her. “Sure. Love to.”

“Good,” Mirk rasped, then turned toward the back of the bar and walked off. “If you’ll, uh, excuse me.”

“Mirk!” Hartley called after him. “What’s been bugging you lately? Have all the men in my life suddenly gone crazy?”

“Did you want another drink?” Plato asked, suddenly appearing at Hartley’s face.

“No!” Hartley fairly shouted. “I mean…uh, no…just go have fun. Don’t get drunk. I’ll talk to you, um…later.”

“Aw…” Plato muttered and wandered back to the bar.

Hartley turned back toward her husband. “Mirk?”

But he was gone, lost in the milling crowd.



Mirk paced the storeroom, staring at the ceiling. “What have I done? What on Malox have I done?”

<You did what you had to do. Be proud you had the stomach to do it. You truly are capable of godhood, young man,> a voice boomed in his ears.

He glanced around. “Directors, show yourselves!”

<Oh, I think we’ve done enough of that for today, don’t you?>

“I mean it. I want some explanations.”

A huge eyeball appeared in front of Mirk, glowering at him. <That’s no way to address one’s god, boy.>

Mirk simmered. “Let’s just say I’m having my doubts right about now.”

<About what? Our authenticity?> The eyeball blinked, and beside it, a framed and signed certificate appeared. <Here’s the certificate. It’s signed and everything.>

Mirk squinted. “By who?”

The certificate quickly vanished. <Doesn’t matter,> the eyeball continued. <What matters is that you follow our directives to the letter. Are we understood?>

“I think so. Finally,” Mirk said, staring long and hard at the eyeball. He turned on a heel and ran out of the storeroom.



“Don’t eat that cake!” Mirk screamed, shoving crewpersons aside as he ran toward the bar and sprang into the air, tackling Captain Kimmel to the ground.

“What cake?” Kimmel asked, blinking up at Mirk from the ground as he leaned on her.

“What the hell are you doing?” Hartley asked, looming over Mirk.

“I was having some ice cream,” Kimmel said, rubbing a little of the white cream off her nose. “Honestly, I don’t much like cake. So I gave my piece to Zordock.”

“Zordock the Bold,” the Therrian boomed from behind the bar, licking his fingers as he shoved the last bite of cake into his mouth.

“NO!” Mirk leapt to his feet. “Medical emergency! Get this man to Sickbay immediately!”

“Mirk?” Browning asked, walking up, mouth half-ful with cake. “Whfts rrrng?”

Zordock the Bold’s mottled red skin suddenly blanched to pink, and he grimaced.

Mirk pounded the bar in impotent frustration. “Nooooooooooooooo!”

Then he let out a long, satisfying belch, and his coloring returned to normal.

“Nasty aftertaste, but not bad,” Zordock the Bold said, and went back to wiping off the bar.

Mirk stared up at Zordock, his face twisted with emotion, as the assistant bartender walked off.

“Problem, Mirk?” Richards asked, now part of a crowd that had formed around the young bartender.

“Uh…” He looked around sheepishly. “I just realized my icing was way past the expiration date.”

“Hmm,” Browning said, studying her fork. “Mine tastes fine. Can I have another piece?”

“S-sure,” Mirk said, and stumbled away, his shoulders sunken.

“Janice!” Peterman said through clenched teeth. “You’ve got to watch your figure! You want to be able to fit into your wed–”

“Into your what?” Richards asked, his eyes going wide.

“Welding outfit,” Browning said, glaring at Peterman. “I’m taking up welding as a hobby.”

“Mind telling me what all that was about?” Hartley asked Mirk.

“Misdirection,” Mirk said. “Look, if you don’t mind, I need a little while to try and process just what’s…”

That’s when a huge white rift opened over Mirk’s head, and a pair of fiery red lips emerged.

<We’re hurt, Mirkles,> the huge lips said, as everyone in the club turned and gasped in mute shock. <You didn’t buy our ruse. Too bad. Would have made all this so much easier.>

“Made WHAT so much easier?” Mirk asked. “What do you want from me?”

<Nothing much,> the lips said, opening wide. <Your obedience. Your submission. Your defeat. And being that you’re the last one left of your kind, you’re really all that stands in our way. So if you don’t mind, we’ll just eat and run…>

And the lips engulfed Mirk, swallowing him with a stomach- curdling smack.

“MIRK!” Hartley screamed, rushing toward the lips, leaping at them. But the lips vanished just before she could reach them, and left the engineer tackling air, falling to the deck.

Richards slapped his combadge. “Bridge, this is Richards. Red Alert. Scan the area for any unusual…”

Then the Explorer shook violently, jarring everyone in the room.

Hartley felt Plato’s arms sling around her waist. “Help, Megan!”

“Get OFF!” Hartley growled, pushing Plato off her and marching toward the door, stumbling as the ship shook again.

“Tactical!” Richards shouted. “Report!”

“Depth charges. From outside the Oort Cloud,” Keefler’s voice replied over the comm channel. “Unknown source.”

“I think we know the source,” Richards said with a sigh. “As if we didn’t have enough problems…”



“The Orleans,” Baxter said, standing on the bridge of the Escort, hands on his hips. On the ship’s small viewscreen, the Steamrunner-class starship sat outside the Oort cloud that held the Explorer, firing glowing blue orbs into the cloud.

“Holding position at fifty thousand kilometers,” Tilleran said from the Escort’s helm. “Firing high-yield graviton charges into the cloud.”

“And there’s no way to detect how much, if any, damage the Explorer is taking,” J’hana said.

“Well they can’t stay in there forever,” Baxter said.

Harlan stepped up beside him, waving his cigar at Baxter. “They’re going to stay in there as long as it takes to evade the Orleans. If she captures the Explorer, it’s all over. You get me?”

“Loud and clear,” Baxter muttered.

“We have to stop the Orleans,” Ashley said, stepping up on the other side of Baxter.

“How?” Baxter asked. “They’re a hundred times our size. Once we reveal our position, they’ll be on top of us in an instant.”

“Yes,” Ashley said. “Which will give the Explorer time to escape.”

“But how do we let the Explorer know we’re here?” Baxter asked.

“Flyby,” Harlan said, shoving the cigar into his mouth. “Flbl.”



Richards, Browning, Hartley, Peterman, and Kimmel filed onto the bridge, as Keefler stood from the command chair and went back to tactical. Ridley and Madera were manning ops and conn, respectively. Some supernumerary was running the science console.

“Keep us moving, Madera,” Richards said, taking up a position at the middle of the bridge as Peterman and Browning stepped up behind him and Hartley stormed over to tactical, still visibly shaken by Mirk’s disappearance. “Don’t let them zero in on us.”

“Struc…Structural integrity down to ninety-five percent,” Hartley said. “We won’t be able to stay in here forever.”

“We don’t need to stay in here forever,” Richards said. “Just until the captain comes back.”

“The Orleans may have already captured him and the others,” Peterman said.

“In which case we’re needlessly endangering the crew,” Browning said.

Richards paced the bridge. “I’ll take that chance.”

“We’ve got to give Andy the benefit of the doubt,” Kimmel said.

“How long will we wait?” asked Peterman.

“Minor hull breaches will start forming in six hours,” Hartley said, running her hands across her panel. “And where the hell did those f***ing bastards get off taking my husband? WAIT until I find them!”

“Hold on, Megan,” Peterman said soothingly. “One crisis at a time!”

“I know, I know,” Hartley muttered. “Reinforcing shields at critical areas.” The ship shook again, and she grabbed her console. “But I don’t know how much good that’ll do.”

“We’re going out,” Richards said stiffly, pulling his uniform tunic down.

“To give ourselves up?” Peterman asked. “Is that wise?”

“We’re not giving ourselves up,” Richards said. He looked at Kimmel. “At least not without a fight. Madera, lay in a course out of the Oort cloud, full impulse. Keefler, ready on weapons.”

Just then something bleeped at Keefler’s panel.

“Contact entering the cloud! Our sensor reception is hazy, but it looks like the size and shape of the Escort!”

“Stand down!” Richards ordered. “All stop!”

“She’s heading toward us at full impulse,” Keefler reported. “And hailing.”

“On screen!”

The fuzzy image of Baxter appeared on the viewscreen. “Chris! No time to explain! Orleans out there! Head out of the cloud in the opposite direction! Rendezvous at Beta Coradine!”

Then, just as quick, Baxter disappeared from the screen.

“The opposite direction of what?” Browning wondered.

“The opposite direction of the Escort!” Peterman said.

“Do it, Madera,” Richards said, pointing at the viewscreen. “Full impulse!”

“Escort is leaving the cloud,” Keefler reported.

“He’s betting he can distract the Orleans long enough to let us escape,” Kimmel said softly.

“He’s a great guy that way,” Peterman said.

“Yeah,” Browning said.

Richards rolled his eyes. “Please!”

“We’re clearing the cloud!” Madera announced, as the yellow cloud cover disappeared from the viewscreen, revealing an open starscape ahead.

“Lay in a course for Beta Coradine, Lieutenant Madera. Maximum warp. Engage!”

Madera did as she was told, and the Explorer shot into warp.

“Any sign of pursuit?” Richards asked, glancing back at Keefler, who shook his head.

“We made it,” Browning said.

“Forgive me if I don’t celebrate quite yet,” Peterman said.



The Escort shot out of the cloud so quickly it was almost on top of the Orleans.

“Damn!” Sullivan said, glancing up at the viewscreen as the Escort swooped down at them. “Where’d she come from?”

“The cloud, sir,” Fontaine reported from tactical.

“Obviously,” Dallas said from beside Sullivan, folding her arms.

“Get a tractor beam on that ship,” Sullivan said. “And open a channel.”

“They’re already hailing us,” Fontaine said. “And they’re beginning evasive maneuvers. I can’t lock on.”

“This should be good. Keep trying to lock on, Lieutenant. And put them on screen.”

Baxter appeared on the viewscreen, looking surprisingly relaxed in the command chair of the Escort. “Captain Sullivan! Long time no see!”

“Yes,” Sullivan said flatly. “What’s new, Captain?”

“A little of this, a little of that…”

“Well, about…‘that,’” Sullivan said. “Commodore Woodall has some questions about ‘that.’ He wants you to report to him immediately.”

“And he sent you all this way to lead the way in? How thoughtful of him.”

“He’s a great guy, when you get to know him.”

“No doubt,” Baxter said, nodding. “Unfortunately, I can’t help you.”

“Why am I not surprised?” Sullivan said. “Captain, if you would just behave yourself, and tell me where the Explorer is, this will all go much easier.”

“I’m afraid there’s far too much at stake, Captain Sullivan. I think you’d understand, if you were in my place.”

“Maybe I would. But I’m not. I’m in my place. And that means I have to ask you to stand down. Captain.”

“Nothing doing. Captain.”

“Where is Admiral Baxter?” Dallas suddenly blurted, leaping to her feet and stepping out in front of Sullivan. “Why is he so obsessed with the Directors and the Critics? What do they have to do with his research? And with Section Thirty-One? And why is it all so important?”

Baxter blinked. “Who the hell are you?”

“She gets that a lot,” Batyn said tiredly.

“Somebody get her off my bridge,” Sullivan said, exasperated.

Batyn looked around a few moments, then realized that was his cue. He stood and gripped Dallas by the arms, dragging her into the turbolift. “So sorry about this,” he said to Sullivan. “I swear, you can’t take her anywhere.”

“This isn’t over, Baxter! I’ll have my answers! You can bet on that!” Dallas shouted as Batyn pulled her into the turbolift.

“Have a nice day!” Baxter waved after her.

Sullivan glared at Dallas as the lift doors closed, then turned her attention back to Baxter. “Captain, I’m afraid there’s only one way this can go.”

“Agreed,” Baxter said.

“And neither of us want to fire on the other.”

“True,” Baxter said.

“The Escort just went into warp,” Fontaine called out.

“Pursuit course. Match speed and increase to overtake.” Sullivan stepped toward the viewscreen. “I’m faster than you, Andy. Let’s stop this craziness before one of us ends up doing something really stupid.”

“Far too late for that I’m afraid,” Baxter said.

“Then we’d better hope you have a higher power looking over your shoulder,” Sullivan said. “Because…”

That’s when the Orleans snapped out of warp, skidding into a nearby system, spinning out like a hydroplaning car on an icy road. It finally rolled to a stop, its engines dark.

Sullivan stumbled to her feet moments later, and found the Orleans bridge red with emergency lighting, her crew mumbling about dinged elbows and bumped heads.

“Sullivan to Engineering! Report!”

“Engineering. This is Chull. I don’t know what hit us, sir, but it knocked out all relays from here to the navigational deflector. The warp core sub-processors are fragged too. We’re not going anywhere for two, maybe three weeks.”

Sullivan stared up at the viewscreen and sighed. “Prepare a coded message to Commodore Woodall at Starfleet Command. Looks like we’re out of the hunt…”



“WHAT?” Baxter demanded, turning toward J’hana.

“She just…stopped,” J’hana said. “Engines went dead.”

“Explain,” Baxter said, turning to Tilleran.

“Exactly what J’hana said,” Tilleran said, staring, befuddled, at her monitor. “The Orleans just…stopped.”

Just then, the aft doors opened, and Dr. Maura Drake stepped through, glancing about inquisitively.

“I hope I’m not intruding…”

“No,” Baxter said, still gaping at the viewscreen, and the reverse angle that showed the Orleans was no longer pursuing. “As a matter of fact, your timing couldn’t have been better.”

“Good. I take it we were able to evade the Orleans.”

“Surprisingly,” Ashley said, looking at Harlan.

“I guess we should just count ourselves lucky, eh?” Drake said.

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “Lucky. Lay in a course to rendez-vous with the Explorer, Tilleran. Sooner the better. We need to wrap this thing up.”

“Trust me,” Drake said, putting a hand on Harlan’s shoulder and squeezing it. “We will.”



THE END.



NEXT:



The Explorer continues along on its mission to find the nature of Anna Kimmel’s powers, while Lt. Commander Hartley searches exhaustively for a certain missing bartender. Problem is, Mirk ends up in a place he just may not want to leave. Will Hartley be able to convince her husband that “Southern Charm” isn’t exactly what it’s cracked up to be?




Southern Charm



“Man, there’s something depressing about an empty mall,” Counselor Kelly Peterman said, eying Steffie as she walked back and forth between her and Captain Baxter. They were seated on Peterman’s favorite lower-level bench, in front of the latinum fountain and Gratzbub’s Stuffed Animal Farm (which was a favorite of both Steffie and Peterman).

“It won’t be empty forever,” Baxter said, leaning back and slipping an arm over Peterman’s shoulder. “Soon, this whole blasted affair with my father will be over, and we’ll be back to normal around here.”

“You’re looking forward to that, aren’t you?”

“Any reason I shouldn’t be?” Baxter asked. “Let’s look back at the last six months. We were tossed back in time, our marriage nearly fell apart, Vansen took the Explorer from me, the Gorn almost killed us, the Orions attacked us, we crashed into a planet…”

Peterman held up her hands. “I get it. It’s been a bad year!”

“So I’m about ready for a change,” Baxter said.

“You and me both,” Counselor Peterman said. “Then again, some things won’t go back to normal. You have a sister now, Andy.”

Baxter nodded. “I’ve known about her for a long time.”

“But now you can acknowledge her existence.”

“Yeah. At least one of us can,” Baxter said, and looked overhead as Admiral Harlan Baxter stepped into the mall, followed by Ashley Donovan, who was taking notes on a padd. Harlan glanced around idly, leaning against the railing and smoking his cigar.

“He’s brooding,” Peterman observed.

“That’s all he’s done since he got here. More so than usual.”

“Funny. It must run in the family.”

Baxter harrumphed. “I don’t brood.”

“Oh, you do so. Even more as you’ve gotten older.”

“Hmph.”

“You’re brooding right now.”

“Am not.”

Peterman lost her train of thought as she saw Anna Kimmel and Maura Drake walk into the mall from the entrance at the other end of the upper level. “Andy, look…”

“I see,” Baxter said. “They’re talking. That’s good.”

“I’d love to know what about.”

“Anna has questions. About her origins. Drake’s reasons for doing what she did. I’m sure they have a lot to talk about.”

“More than what she gave in her official report when she came aboard three weeks ago,” Peterman conceded.

“I don’t think you can call a confidential report that’s going to be deleted when this mission is over ‘official,’” Baxter muttered, folding his arms.

Peterman wasn’t listening. She was watching Kimmel and Drake approach Harlan and Ashley. This would be interesting.

Drake gave Harlan a cursory nod. Ashley seemed intent on her padd. Kimmel was looking at a dress in the window of Briggs’ Bridal Shoppe.

“Not good,” Peterman said. “Your father and Anna didn’t have any kind of meaningful exchange. They didn’t even look at each other!”

“Stop psychoanalyzing. The thing’ll sort itself out,” Baxter said.

“I’m a psychoanalyst. What do you expect me to do?”

“Touche.”

Peterman sighed. “That reminds me. I have an appointment with Hartley.”

Baxter nodded. “Still upset about Mirk, eh?”

“Yes! Wouldn’t you be upset if you lost me for three weeks?”

Baxter stared at Peterman.

“Oh. Right. Well, I’m sure he’ll turn up…eventually.”

“I’d feel a lot better if I knew what the Critics were doing with him,” Baxter said, leaning forward and running his hands through his hair. Did it feel thinner? An instant of panic sailed through him, just as his combadge bleeped.

“Richards to Baxter. You’d better get up to the bridge. I think we’ve been spotted.”

“AGAIN?” Baxter demanded, staring up at the ceiling.

“Either that or Starfleet patrols have gotten very erratic.”

“Damn it. I’ll be right up.” Baxter kissed Peterman on the forehead, then leaned down and kissed Steffie. “See you back at our cabin. Or in Captain Sullivan’s brig. Whichever!”



“It’s not the Orleans,” Richards said, as Baxter stepped down to the front of the bridge.

“How do you know?”

“It’s bigger,” J’hana said, leaning on her station. “But we can’t tell the exact configuration it because it’s beyond our sensor perimeter.”

“We can’t even be sure it’s Starfleet,” Tilleran said from her console. “All we know for sure is that it’s shadowing us.”

“Well, we’re not about to let it get any closer,” Baxter said. “Evasive. Maximum warp.”

“We’ve been pushing the warp engines as it is,” Richards said. “And with our chief engineer not really operating at a hundred percent…”

“You used to be Chief Engineer,” Baxter said tightly. “Get down there. Make sure we aren’t about to fly apart. We need every ounce of speed we can get to ensure that whoever’s after us can’t close the gap.”

“Yeah,” Richards said. “Okay.”

“And study their profile. Try to find out who they are.” Baxter glanced at Tilleran. “And while you’re at it, try to find out what’s taking Dr. Drake so long. It’s been three weeks. Between her and Donovan, they should have found a way to detect and shut down Anna’s pending godhood by now.”

Tilleran blinked at Baxter as he headed toward his readyroom. “Anything else?”

“Nope, that should do it.”

“Stress much?” she asked nobody in particular as the doors to his readyroom closed.

“Just do it,” Richards sighed, and made his way down to the command chair.

“I love when he uses that tone,” J’hana said in a low, husky voice as she went back to her panel.



“This is stupid. Why the f*** am I here? I need to be in Engineering,” Lt. Commander Hartley said, leaning back and propping a foot up on Peterman’s coffee table.

Peterman shifted a bit in her chair. “Please, put you foot down, Megan.”

Hartley sighed and sat up, putting her foot on the ground. “Yes, ma’am. Want me to use a coaster for my drink, too?”

“You don’t have a drink,” Peterman said softly. “But if you did….yes.”

“I’ll file that away,” Hartley said, and leaned forward on her elbows. “Now what do you want?”

“To talk to you. Civilly. You know, like people.”

“I don’t have time for that. I need to keep this ship running so we don’t get pounced on by the Orleans, or the Orions, or any other O-word.”

“You can’t do everything yourself,” Peterman said. “You’re only one person. And you have a lot on your mind.”

“Yeah? Like?”

Peterman leaned forward, taking Hartley’s hands in hers. “Like Mirk.”

Hartley pulled her hands out of Peterman’s. “Ha! Tell me something I don’t know.”

“You need to deal with this.”

“I’m sure you tell all your patients that.”

“The difficult ones, yes.”

“I think I have a right to be difficult.” She stared at the ceiling. “F***ing Critics stole my husband!”

“Yes. I can understand why you’re mad.”

“Damn right I’m mad.” Hartley leapt to her feet. “And you know why?”

Peterman shrank back. “Um…why?”

“Because I can’t do anything about it. This isn’t something I can take apart with my hands. Or bash apart with my hands. It’s…”

“Ethereal,” Peterman said softly.

“Mumbo-jumbo crap. And I haven’t believed in it for a second. Even when I was Maloxitarian. Really! What good have the Directors done us, huh?”

“I think your show of faith made Mirk feel good.”

“Fat lot of good that’s doing him now.”

“True.”

“And if the Directors were so great, wouldn’t they save Mirk from the Critics? Wouldn’t they bring him back? Where are they, if they’re so powerful and all-knowing?”

“Perhaps they did save Mirk from the Critics,” Peterman said, and immediately wished she hadn’t.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Hartley asked, pacing around Peterman.

“Well…maybe they did save him, but they’ve taken him somewhere else, where he could be…more useful to them.”

“Oh. Yeah. I see where you’re going with this now. You think this might be Mirk’s time to go back and live with the other mermaids.”

“Mer-what?”

“Oh, you know the old ‘fish out of water’ story. Fish leaves water. Fish marries human. Fish has to go back to the water and breaks human’s heart.”

“No…but it sounds like a nice story.”

“Well it’s not happening. Mirk wouldn’t stand for it. He loves me more than all the omnipotent powers in the universe. The Critics have him against his will, and I’m going to get him back, if I have to reach through space and time and clobber the hell out of them myself!”

“I’m glad you’re voicing your feelings, Megan. This is good. I think…”

Hartley turned around, kicked her chair over, and stormed out of the office.

Peterman sat there a few moments. “Thanks for coming,” she said quietly.



“Admiral Baxter is an interesting man,” Dr. Drake said, smiling wistfully as she walked into Science Lab Two, Kimmel at her side.

“That’s one way of putting it,” Kimmel said thoughtfully.

“I had something of a crush on him when we served together,” Drake said. “I never acted on it, of course.”

“Except when you two combined your DNA to make a baby.”

“Oh, that was purely professional,” Drake said, gesturing for Kimmel to sit on the examination table. She put a hand on Kimmel’s knee. “But don’t think for a moment that means it wasn’t an act of love. It most certainly was.”

“I have my doubts,” Kimmel said.

“And you should. Of course you should. But you must know your father and I love you.”

“And why wouldn’t you? I’m a scientific wonder,” she said flatly.

“Yes,” Drake said, not catching the sarcasm. “I heard you stopped a starship from crashing into a planet!”

Kimmel shrugged. “Ah, it was nothing.”

“You’re immensely powerful, my dear. More so than you know.”

Kimmel looked up at Drake, pushing her hair behind her ears. “More?”

Drake nodded. “I can free you. Unlock your true potential.”

“I-isn’t that what we’re trying to stop?”

Just then, the doors opened, and Lt. Commander Ariel Tilleran walked in, clapping her hands. “Okay, people. Let’s get to work. The captain wants results and we’re not about to let him down…no matter how much of a shlarinx he’s been lately.”

“Oh, nevermind,” Drake said, touching Kimmel’s face. “Just the musings of an old, nostalgic scientist.”

“Uh…yeah,” Kimmel said, looking to Tilleran. “So what’s on tap for today?”

“Phasic scanning?” Tilleran said, glancing to Drake.

“Sounds good to me,” Drake said, turning to Kimmel. “Don’t worry, dear. It won’t hurt a bit.”

“It might tickle a bit,” Tilleran said with a smile. “I’ll go set up the scanner.”

Kimmel nodded thoughtfully. “Alrighty.”



“Damn Critics…give them a fat lip if I could,” Hartley growled low, as she turned the corner into Engineering, and nearly slammed into Commander Richards.

“Megan!” Richards gasped. “I didn’t think you’d be here. I mean…”

“Trying to horn in on my territory again, eh, Chris?” Hartley sneered. “Well, forget about it. Get back up to the bridge and push papers. Leave the real work to me.”

“I just wanted to help.”

“You just wanted to get in the way. Go back to work.”

Richards straightened his tunic. “Now, look here. I know you’re going through a difficult time.”

Hartley turned a stone glare on Richards. “Go. Back. To. The. Bridge. Now.”

Richards nodded quickly. “Okay. As you were!”

“I’ll be in my office!” Hartley shouted to her crew, and stepped through the opening doors of her office…

…and out onto the deck of an ancient sailing ship, rocking peacefully in a dark-water harbor.

“Well it’s about goddamned time!” she shouted at nobody in particular. “Show yourselves, you stupid Critics, so I can kick your omnipotent asses!”

A lithe hand gently touched her shoulder. “Be calm, child.”

Hartley whirled. “And who the hell are you?” She blinked. “Leximas?”

The pale, lean woman, clothed in glistening gossamer, nodded sagely. “One and the same.” She looked out at the twinkling city lights that lined the harbor. “The inner harbor. Baltimore, Maryland. I do so love it at night.”

“Is this on Earth?” Hartley said, shrugging. “I don’t go there much.”

“You don’t know what you’re missing. It’s a quaint planet.”

“I grew up on Rigel Four.” Hartley glanced at her surroundings, momentarily forgetting she was furious. “But I do know my way around a boat.”

“They call this the Constellation. It’s an antique, even in this time period.”

“And what time period is that?” Hartley asked, then slapped her face. “Oh, crap. The Twenty-First century? Again? Haven’t we been to this well enough?”

“Fear not,” Leximas said, raising a hand. “You aren’t stranded here. This is just a meeting place. I felt I had to take you somewhere calm, somewhere neutral, so we could discuss the task ahead.”

“And what task is that?”

“The only task you care about, of course.”

Hartley nodded. “Where’s Mirk? What have the Critics done with him?”

Lexi’s eyes clouded. “Mirk’s in a blad place right now. But it’s not the Critics you have to worry about…”



SAVANNAH, GEORGIA



“NOoooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo!”

Mirk awoke, leaning up, screaming.

Gentle hands touched his cheek, leaned him back down into a warm, inviting lap, covered in sequined silk..

“Shhh. Sleep, my sweet beauty. Sleep.”

“Lips!” Mirk cried out. “I was being attacked by flaming… flaming lips!”

“Funny!” the Goddess squealed. “You are so funny.”

“Wh-what…” Mirk stammered. “What was that?”

“A nightmare, you silly. It was all a nightmare.”

“Where are we?”

“A grassy meadow.”

“What planet?”

“Does it matter? My, you ask so many questions. Did I mention I find that adorable?”

Mirk rolled over, looked up, at the meadow which seemed to extend forever in every direction. “This is Earth.”

“A version of it, yes.”

He turned and stared at his companion. The perfect skin. The glistening blonde hair that billowed down around her shoulders. The body-hugging dress, slit up one leg.

“I remember you.”

The blonde giggled. “I can’t see how. We’ve only just met, silly boy.”

“You’re sure about that?” Mirk asked, crawling to his feet so he could better inspect his surroundings.

“Quite.” She shielded her eyes from the sunlight with one hand and regarded Mirk. “My, you’re inquisitive. And bright.”

“I want to go home,” Mirk said, and turned on the blonde. “Take me home.”

“You are home, dear boy. And thank the Goddess that you are, because if it weren’t for me, you wouldn’t exist at all.”



“The Entity,” Hartley roiled, pacing the deck of the U.S.S. Constellation. “Why did I have an idea that Goddess woman would be mixed up in this.”

“Because like evils often seek each other out,” Leximas said. “The Goddess rescued Mirk from the Critics, but only so she could use him for her own purposes. The Goddess, the Critics–they are merely different flavors of the same evil.” She gazed off at the lights on the horizon. “Flavors. How I miss…flavors.”

Hartley turned toward Leximas. “Focus! How do we get Mirk back?”

“There’s only one way. We must go to the Entity.”

“Then let’s do it! Now!”

Leximas shook her head. “It’s not that simple. The Goddess is fully omnipotent. She goes where she pleases, exists as she pleases, and does as she pleases. We cannot simply storm her battlements.”

“Want to make a bet?”

Leximas chuckled. “The human will to persevere. I give you credit, Commander. You’re brave.”

“I want my husband back.”

“She loves him…in her way. She won’t give him up easily.”

“I won’t take him back easily. I plan on hurting her on the way.”

“You’re talking about someone who can end you with a thought. You must understand that this is a matter of some…delicacy.”

Hartley nodded, grinding her fingers together. “So how do we delicately rip a hole in that Entity thing and pull Mirk out?”

“Actually, that’s exactly what we do,” Leximas said, and closed her eyes. “But it will take time to accumulate the power necessary. Without the help of the Directors, it’s nearly impossible.”

“And where are the Directors in all this, huh?” Hartley asked.

Leximas opened her eyes. “The Directors have a plan. We may not understand it, but it’s a plan all the same.” She closed her eyes again.

“Well that’s not good enough!” Hartley said. “Just because they’re omnipotent doesn’t give them the right to”

Leximas opened her eyes again. “This would be much easier if I could have a little quiet,” she said patiently.

“Oh. Right. Please, continue.”



“Do you like this?” The Goddess asked, as Mirk sat on a bench in Forsyth Park, regarding the beautiful woman as she twirled in her newly purchased red cocktail dress, twirling a matching umbrella above her head.

Mirk stared passively at the Goddess as she moved in front of him, studying the curvature of the familiar body. Why did she seem like someone he once knew?

“Beautiful,” he said distantly. “Just beautiful.”

“I thought you’d say that,” the Goddess said, and plopped beside Mirk, taking his hand. “I think you should take me to see The Jazz Band. They’re playing in Lucas Theatre tonight!”

“Sure,” Mirk said blankly. “Whatever you say.”

“Oh, those words are music to my ears, Mirk,” the Goddess said, leaning her head on Mirk’s shoulder. “I just knew you’d adjust. Isn’t this a far sight better than battling godlike entities over the destruction of the Universe? That’s just so…done!”

“I’m happy,” Mirk said numbly. “Are you happy?”

“Ecstatic!” the Goddess squealed, grabbing Mirk’s hand and pulling him off the bench. “Let’s get ice cream! I LOVE ice cream!”

“Sure,” Mirk said. “Whatever you say.”



Kevin Spacey was bored. And why wouldn’t he be bored? Here he was, revered celebrity, multiple nominee and winner of academy awards, Hollywood auteur of the first order, and some BLONDE took it all away from him.

One day, he was in the tub, minding his own business, washing…wherever…and then *BLINK* he was on this godforsaken…he couldn’t even call it a ship.

Entity. That was what she liked to call it. An amorphous space blob. Huge, cloudy, all-encompassing. It and her power were connected, but Kevin Spacey was damned if he understood how. He also didn’t know why it was so important that this omnipotent woman have him aboard, other than that she was a fan of his movies–especially “Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil.” Could he blame her? He was fabulous.

Still, he was bored. There were other celebrities, relics of Earth’s past, and environs from every exotic and luxurious corner of Earth. But when you lived forever, you grew tired of even the limitless comforts of a place that was ultimately empty and fake.

Spacey yawned, leaning against the velvet console on the living- room like “bridge” of the Entity. It was only a bridge in the loosest sense of the word. Sure, there were consoles here and there, providing readouts on supposed “engine” status, but the truth was, the thing ran on her will, and she was in intimate control of it at all times. This thing was, much like everything with the Goddess, all for show. Which made Spacey wonder, often, why he had to have a duty shift on the “bridge.”

In the midst of his ponderings, Spacey caught sight of a blip heading toward the Entity’s position. It was moving rather fast, and didn’t register as Starfleet or any other modern design. It was decidedly…not modern. Spacey’s eyes went wide as the scans of the ship came up on his monitor. As a matter of fact, it was wooden. Wooden, and pointy.

A clipper ship was headed right toward the Entity at high speed, its sails billowing despite the fact that it was actually sailing through space.

Kevin Spacey reached to hit an alert control, but was tossed off his feet before he could do that by the frenetic rumbling of the Entity.

Now this was interesting. The Entity was all-powerful. It was indestructible. Overseen by a woman of limitless power.

But it had just been run through by an antique wooden sailing vessel.

Spacey considered, as he lay there, his back a little tweaked by the awkward fall, that this would be a pretty interesting day after all.



The Goddess dropped her ice cream cone, her face going ashen.

Mirk eagerly spooned butter becan in his mouth, then looked at her innocently as they sat on the patio in front of the old-style red-brick Ice Cream parlor in downtown Savannah.

“What’s wrong, sweetie?” he asked.

“Something’s….” she backed out of her chair. “Wrong.”

“You dropped your ice cream,” Mirk said, pointing.

The Goddess’ concentration returned, and she stared down at Mirk. “Sit a spell. I’ll be back in just a bit. You don’t worry your pretty little head about one thing.”



In an instant, the Goddess was on her bridge, having made a scene change from her red cocktail dress to a black leather one-piece with billowy cape. On the brige, a disheveled-looking Kevin Spacey surveyed the damages, holding a cold compress to his forehead.

“Report,” the Goddess rumbled, her eyeshadow growing dark and ominous, as Spacey stooped over a panel.

“It’s…it’s impossible, Goddess,” Spacey said, waving at the panel uselessly. “Sensors are saying we were run through by an ancient Earth ship. A Clipper.”

“A…BALTIMORE clipper?” the Goddess seethed, leaning over the panel, digging her long, black fingernails into the screen.

“The Constellation, or at least that’s the name on the side of it.”

She pounded the panel, cracking it right through. “How the hell did she get on board?”

“Who?”

“The only ethereal being with a taste for Baltimore.”

“Charm city, my butt,” Spacey muttered. “Who are you talking about, anyway?”

“You wouldn’t know her.” The Goddess turned away, her cape flapping, and she cracked her knuckles. “But if Leximas wants to play hardball, we’ll play hardball. Contact N’SYNC. I want immediate intercept and lockdown.”

Spacey stepped back a bit, looking sheepsh. “About N’SYNC, Goddess…”

The Goddess whirled. “WHAT about N’SYNC?”

“They sort of…er…disappeared.”

“Justin…J.C….Joey”

“‘Gone, gone, gone…’” Spacey said, carrying a little tune with his voice.

The Goddess’ lower lip trembled. “L-Lance?”

Spacey shrugged. “He went ‘Bye Bye Bye.’”

“RARRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR!” The Goddess shrieked, knocking Spacey off his feet. “Get out of my sight, you useless, bumbling THESPIAN!”

“That was never proven!” Spacey said, raising a finger.

“Oh, that’s it,” the Goddess said, pushing her cape back off her shoulders and marching toward the door to the bridge. “She called down the thunder, well she’ll get it. Bring me Billy Zane!”



Birds chirped, a little jazz band played a swanky tune out on the veranda of a funky restaurant bar up on the avenue, and all seemed well to Mirk in Forsyth Park.

Until he heard a man scream.

Mirk glanced up from the squirrel he’d been watching to see a dashing man in a tuxedo. That is, a man in a tuxedo, dashing by him, screaming.

“Helllllllllllllllllllllp! That chick’s crazy, man. Crazy!”

Mirk blinked. “Harry Connick?”

“Junior!” the man called over his shoulder as he ran down the walk past Mirk. “Harry Connick, Junior!”

“I loved your rendition of You’re Never Fully Dressed Without a Smile!” Mirk called after him.

“Thanks, man!” Connick said, stopping to turn around and bow gratefully in Mirk’s direction. “That was a personal fave.”

That’s when he was pegged in the head by a microphone stand and collapsed to the ground, unconscious.

“I HATED that version!” Lt. Commander Megan Hartley shouted, jogging up, Leximas at her side.

Mirk turned to her, impassive. “Why did you hurt that nice man?”

Hartley raced to Mirk, kneeling in front of him and grabbing him by the shoulders. “Mirk! It’s you. Thank God you’re okay. Or whatever omnipotent being you prefer…”

“Where’s the Goddess?” Mirk asked, cocking his head.

Hartley turned back to Leximas. “What the f*** is wrong with him?”

Leximas regarded Mirk with a raised eyebrow. “She’s controlling him somehow.”

Hartley rubbed her hands together. “Oooh, wait till I get a hold of her.”

“You won’t have to wait, darling,” a voice cooed, and Hartley turned to see the Goddess, once again in tight, form-fitting leather, but now sans cape. Her 60’s era spygirl jumpsuit gleamed with unnecessary buckles, and her hands were gloved, and shaking.

Hartley eyed the rather thickly-built bald may standing next to her. “You have a young Captain Picard on this thing?”

“Nooooo,” the Goddess said, stepping forward. “This gorgeous hunk of man is Billy Zane. Maybe you saw one of his movies?”

Zane grinned hopefully as Hartley mulled that thought.

Hartley shrugged. “Nope. Can’t say that I have.”

“The Phantom? Sniper? Critters?” the Goddess asked, as Zane looked hopeful.

“Nope. Nope. Nope. We live in the 24th century. We don’t really watch movies.”

Zane leaned over and whispered something in the Goddess’ ear.

“Oh, of course. Titanic!”

Hartley brightened. “Of course! Nineteen fifty-three! Clifton Webb and Barbara Stanwyck!”

The Goddess’ gazed darkened as Billy Zane grunted angrily next to her. She stomped her foot. “No, no, no! Is your whole ship populated by cro-magnon neophytes!”

“Yes, but that’s hardly the point,” Hartley said. “Give me back my husband, and we won’t trash any more of your nice imaginary world here.”

“This world is NOT imaginary!” the Goddess railed, stepping toe to toe with Hartley, glaring in the other woman’s face. “It’s as real as I want it to be!”

“Sounds like the rantings of a crazy person,” Hartley said with a smirk.

Lexi was sitting beside Mirk, speaking to him, trying to connect with him somehow, but it didn’t seem like she was doing any good. He still looked glassy-eyed and content. “Please, Commander. Don’t antagonize her.”

“Too late for that!” the Goddess snapped, turning on Leximas. “Don’t think I don’t know what’s going on here. The tasteless trollop here may be doing all the talking, but you’re holding the real power.” She sniffed the air. “Although I must confess I can’t quite figure out where it’s coming from. Not from you, that’s for sure.”

“My sources are my own,” Leximas said, rising, stepping up to join Hartley. “But I assure you, they are sufficient to finish the job.”

“And just what ‘job’ is that?”

“Disabling your beloved Entity. Possibly destroying it,” Leximas said, without a hint of anger. “Both of which are possible if you don’t return Mirk to us.”

“TASTELESS?” Hartley said, then glanced down at her Starfleet uniform. “Look, they make me wear this. I have plenty of taste. And I sure as hell wouldn’t be caught dead wearing ornamental buckles!”

The Goddess didn’t seem to notice Hartley talking. She kept her eyes on Leximas. “That’s just the thing, love. He doesn’t WANT to return. And you wouldn’t want me going against his wishes, would you?”

“You’ve altered him. Bent him to your will.”

“His will is now mine,” the Goddess said simply.

“You’re controlling his mind!” Hartley snapped.

“Are you still here?” the Goddess said mildly. “I really could have sworn I’d destroyed you.”

“No,” Billy Zane said from behind the Goddess. “You haven’t yet.”

“Ho hum. Guess I should.”

Leximas stepped between Hartley and the Goddess. “That would be a decidedly bad move.”

“Please,” the Goddess said. “What do you care, really? I saved Mirk from the Critics. You want to know what they wanted to do with him?”

“Not so much.”

“DIGEST HIM! Isn’t that gross? They wanted to subject him to a long, agonizing death. Something about preventing him from rising up and threatening their growing power base.” The Goddess glanced around idly. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

“I thought you didn’t care about events in the outside world?” Lexi asked.

“I don’t like to participate, but I like to stay informed, for Pete’s sake,” the Goddess sighed. “Yes, the whole Critics-Directors mishmash is quite entertaining. But don’t you think it’s gone on long enough?”

Leximas considered that. “There are those who do, yes.”

“You represent a higher power, don’t you?” the Goddess asked. “Higher…higher than us?”

“The Producers seek to bring balance back to the Universe,” Leximas said simply. “And that includes returning Mirk to his rightful place.”

“These Producers, they’re powerful, eh?” the Goddess asked.

“They would rather erase you from history altogether. I suggested a mediation of sorts. Perhaps I was in error…”

“No!” the Goddess said. “Not at all. Good idea. You want to keep balance. Keeping me keeps the balance.”

“Actually, you’re more of an inconvenience than anything else,” Leximas said.

The Goddess’ eyes burned black. “INCONVENIENCE!”

“Now. Please release Mirk. Willingly. And you can return to…” Leximas waved dismissively at the sunny Georgia day. “All of this.”

The Goddess took a step toward Mirk, running a loving hand down along his face. “You’re much more than my pretty little diversion, aren’t you, Mirk-my-boy? You’re my bargaining chip.” She turned toward Leximas. “Tell the Producers I want the Directors and Critics as my personal lapdogs, then maybe we’ll talk.”

“It doesn’t work that way.”

“It does as long as I have Mirk!”

“I’M STILL HERE, BITCH!” Hartley shouted, grabbing the Goddess by the neck and jerking her back onto the lawn. The two pitched end over end, arms and legs interlocking in a growling, rolling, struggle.

“Good work, Hartley!” Leximas said, kneeling by Mirk. “Distract her so that I can free Mirk!”

“What?” Hartley gurgled as the Goddess lept on her, throttling her.

“My mistake,” Leximas said. “Thought you had a plan.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence!” Hartley called out, flipping the Goddess over on her back and pummeling her.

“Just keep distracting her!”

“Not a…problem!” Hartley winced as the Goddess brought her sharp fingernails across her face. Then Hartley smacked her with a vicious right hook across the face and leapt up, swinging a kick right up into her midsection.

“Mirk!” Leximas shouted, waving a hand in front of the Maloxian. “You’ve got to hear me….reach out with your mind and let me know you’re in there!”

“Your eyes are silver,” Mirk said placidly.

Leximas shook her head. She usually wasn’t given to emotional turmoil, but she was terribly troubled that the spell the Goddess had worked on Mirk was so good. He was blank, vacant, like a member of one of those boy bands the Goddess loved so much.

Suddenly, Lexi felt a tap on her shoulder. “Hey. Leave him alone. That’s not cool.”

“This is not your concern, Billy Zane,” Leximas said testily.

“I think it is my concern, because the Goddess told me so.”

Leximas whirled. “If you weren’t a manifestation of the Goddess’ power over space-time, I would actually take the time to explain to you that you have free will, and that the Goddess’ word is by no means the last word on anything.”

Billy Zane glanced over his shoulder at Hartley relentlessly kicking the Goddess as she squirmed on the ground. “Wow. She’s really getting her butt kicked.”

Mirk stood up. “We should help her. Let’s help her.”

“Yes! Great idea!” Billy Zane said, putting up his hand. “High five, brother!”

“High what?” Mirk asked, blinking.

“Her power is weakening,” Leximas surmised. “Whatever you’re doing, keep doing it, Commander Hartley. You’ve given us the way in that we need.”

“I…gave…no…thought…to stopping!” Hartley said through gritted teeth, grabbing the Goddess’ throat and shaking it.

“GET…OFF…BITCH!” the Goddess growled.

“Not cool!” Billy Zane said, rushing to the Goddess’ side.

“I’ve had about enough of you,” Leximas said, waving a hand at Billy Zane, who promptly vanished.

“Bring back my B-level actor!” the Goddess seethed as Hartley strangled her. The Goddess then planted a kick in Hartley’s midsection and sent her sailing backward.

“Down but not out,” Hartley grunted, leaning up and hurling herself back on top of the Goddess.

“Where…where am I?” Mirk asked.

“On board the Entity,” Lexi replied. “The Goddess’ grasp on you is weakening.” She closed her eyes, clasped her hands together, and stared upward. “It’s time we finished this. The Goddess is an obstacle to everything the Producers hope to accomplish. She’s irrelevant. A non- entity, as it were. She plays no significant part in the Falling Action. Her and her creations must be eliminated so that the business of life can move forward.”

Mirk grabbed Leximas’ arm and stepped forward, his glazed look fading. “Wait!”

Leximas glanced back at him. “Do not interrupt me while I’m smiting, Mirk!”

“You can’t destroy her!”

Hartley glanced up as she rolled on the grass with the Goddess, spitting hair out of her face. “Yes you can! Destroy her!”

“I…AM…OMNIPOTENT!” the Goddess screamed.

“You’re insignificant,” Leximas said, true anger crossing her face for the first time. Maybe the first time ever. She stepped toward the patch of grass where Hartley and the Goddess wrangled, and knelt down. “You should know, I have the deepest respect for all life. But your existence stands in the way of everything I’ve worked for. And make no mistake, I gave up a great deal to take this journey. A great deal. And I intend to see it to completion.” She stood up. “Producers, I call on you….I demand… CANCELLATION!”

The earth shook. The ground split. Flames leapt out.

Outside the Entity, if anyone was passing by that particular section of deep space, they’d see a magnificently huge black void, which suddenly shook and became gashed with brilliant beams of multicolored light.

The Goddess shoved Hartley down and stood, surveying the destruction as the beautiful buildings of downtown Savannah came crashing down. “NOOOOOOOOOOOooooooooooooo!”

“No.” Mirk’s voice was much calmer. He turned Lexi to face him. “You cannot do this.”

“I am doing this. And we should have done it much sooner,” Lexi said.

Mirk’s eyes glowed vibrant blue. “You will not do this.”

Hartley was on her feet, cradling what looked to be a broken arm. “Mirk, your mind is a little fuzzy right now. You don’t know what you’re saying. The Goddess needs to be space dust.”

Mirk turned toward her. “My mind is clearer than it’s ever been. Megan, I love you more than anything. Believe me when I say I’m operating on all cylinders right now.”

“I do,” Hartley said softly. “For whatever reason, I do.”

“Glad you’re on the mend, Mirk,” the Goddess said darkly, stepping toward Mirk as streams of light broke through the cracks in the earth, which were multiplying by the second. “And this is how you repay me for the help I gave you? For saving you from the Critics? You let them destroy me?”

“That didn’t give you the right to take my free will away,” Mirk said in a distant-sounding voice, one that was benevolent, even. “Still, I cannot allow you to be destroyed.”

“You have no choice in this,” Leximas said, turning her silver eyes on the Goddess. “You bring balance to the Universe, Mirk. The Goddess is and always has been a disruption. Nothing compared to the disruption that’s coming, but a disruption nonetheless. She must be dealt with before the Falling Action.”

“No,” Mirk said simply.

“Do I get any say in this?” the Goddess asked, rubbing her bloody nose with the back of her hand.

“No!” Leximas and Hartley shouted at her.

Mirk stepped up close to the Goddess. “Go away,” he said in a gentle voice. “Go away and never trouble us again.”

“You’re deluded,” the Goddess said, looking from Mirk, to Hartley. “You all are, if you think you have any hope of saving this doomed Universe!”

“Never trouble us again,” Mirk said, and waved a hand.

In an instant, Mirk and Hartley were standing alone in their quarters, on the Explorer, stars streaking by through the viewports outside.

Both were completely unscathed; Mirk in his gold lame’ dinner jacket, Hartley in her uniform, showing no signs of her combat with the Goddess.

“What…what did you do?” Hartley asked.

Mirk stared at his hands. “I…sent her away. I think I can safely say that’s the last we’ll see of the Goddess.”

“Why do I have trouble believing you,” Hartley muttered. She stepped toward him, put her hands on his chest. “You’re…different.”

Mirk nodded.

“You…got your powers back.”

“I think I’ve had them all along,” Mirk said, looking into Hartley’s eyes. “I just needed a good enough reason to use them.”

“What does this mean?” Hartley cleared her throat. “For you and me?”

“For you and me, it means nothing. It changes nothing, Megan. But for the Universe, it might mean everything.” He pulled her into his arms, draped them around her, and kissed her deeply on the mouth.

When she pulled back, she looked at him, head cocked. “So I needn’t worry about you running away with any other goddesses?”

“I have all the goddess I need,” Mirk said, and kissed her again.

“What…about…Leximas?” Hartley asked between kisses.

“She’s done everything that’s been asked of her,” Mirk said, smiling enigmatically. “And now, she’s right where she’s supposed to be.”



EARTH DECEMBER 2003



Bradley Dillon stepped into his apartment, swinging the door closed and shaking the snow off his gloves as he stripped them off and set them on the table by the door, flicking on the lights in the small foyer in the process.

He shifted a stack of mail from one hand to the other as he shrugged off his black trench coat, slinging it over a chair.

“Bill, bill, Dillon Family Newsletter…ugh…” Bradley groaned as he flipped through the letters.

“Bradley…” a voice said, and Bradley nearly jumped.

There she was, standing by the window, in a flowing white gown that seemed to radiate in the glow from the streetlights outside. She looked longingly, filled with wonder, at the snow as it came drifting down toward the Earth.

“L-Lexi?” Bradley asked, crossing the apartment in a beat, standing so close he could hear her gentle breathing.

She turned to him. “The Directive has been completed. I’ve returned. This is where I was meant to arrive…finally.”

Bradley looked blank. “I’ve no idea what that means.”

She put her hands on his shoulders. “You don’t have to. All you need to know is the obligations I had to fulfil—important, vital obligations–are now fulfilled.” She glanced to the side. “At least…my part in them is.” She took a breath and turned to Bradley, a slow smile spreading across her face. “What that means is, if you’ll let me, I would like to explore something just as vital, just as important, with you.”

“Do you” Bradley stammered. “Lexi, do you mean….”

“Yes,” Leximas said, pulling Bradley’s face toward hers and kissing him deeply. “Yes I do.”



OUTSIDE THE SPACE-TIME CONTINUUM



“Quite simply, I got bored,” the Goddess said, an ice pack resting on her forehead as she leaned back in the chaise lounge on her velvety bridge, while Billy Zane rubbed her feet and Harry Connick, Junior, played soothing piano music. Why every starship didn’t have a piano on the bridge was anyone’s guess.

“Certainly, Goddess,” Kevin Spacey said, hands draped behind his back. “Time to move on.”

The Goddess glared at him. “Don’t you patronize me, Kevin. I know you far better than the Academy does.”

“Touche.”

She leaned her head back. “Still, that old Universe of mine was quaint. Cozy. It felt like home, in a sense. But it was boring me dreadfully. So it’s time to move on.”

“Bigger, better universes,” Spacey said.

“You’re doing it again.”

Spacey nodded. “Sorry.” He glanced around idly for a moment as Justin Timberlake approached with a tray of chilled grapes. “So, where should I plot our next course?”

“Anywhere but there,” the Goddess said ruefully as she popped a grape into her mouth. “Anywhere but there. Those people can go straight to hell.”



OUTSIDE OUTSIDE THE SPACE-TIME CONTINUUM



The giant hand looked on and chuckled. “They will, dear Goddess. Don’t worry about that. They most definitely will.”



THE END.



NEXT:



Sure, Universal Armegeddon is staring the Explorer crew right in the face. Powers that they don’t understand and can’t hope to control are conspiring against them. But that doesn’t mean they can’t have a wedding if they want! Just when things seem bleakest, it’s time for a good old fashioned hitchin’. It has been a year since the last one, hasn’t it? But when Dr. Browning proposes to Commander Richards, is he ready to commit? And what does Plato have to say about all this? And who shows up to crash the party, (because you just knew SOMEONE would)? Find out, in “Managing Change.”




Managing Change



Lt. Commander Richards rolled over in bed.

“What time is it?” he moaned.

“Not time to wake up,” Janice Browning mumbled into her pillow.

“Then explain why we’re awake.”

“Synapses misfiring in our brains,” Browning muttered. “It’ll go away eventually. Or we’ll become vegetables. Mmm…vegetables.”

Crash!

Richards shot up in bed. “Did you hear that? Someone’s in your quarters.”

Browning leaned up. “I thought we were starting to think of it as our quarters.”

“Stay in here,” Richards said, silently slipping a hand phaser out of a drawer in the night stand by the bed. He walked up to the door to the bedroom, hit a control, and took a fighting stance, his feet set apart, the phaser aimed ahead of him. “Computer. Lights!”

Plato looked up from the middle of the floor, where he was trying to gather the remnants of Browning’s Circassian vase, a three-pronged, prickly affair.

“Uncle Chris!” Plato said, blanching. “What are you doing up?”

Richards stepped forward, putting the phaser down. “Don’t ‘Uncle Chris’ me. What are YOU doing up?”

“I was just making a snack.”

Just then, the doors to Browning’s bathroom slid open, and a slim, brunettish Ensign stepped out. She obviously hadn’t seen Richards, because she walked right up to Plato and slid her arms around him. “Sure we shouldn’t go back to my quarters? My roomate’s a Benzite. They sleep like bricks.”

“Nice snack,” Richards muttered. “Hello, Ensign Navies.”

Navies snapped to her feet, ramrod straight. “Commander Richards!”

Plato stood, glancing about sheepishly. “She was going to show me how to make fondue.”

“PLATO!” Browning called from the door to her bedroom, shrugging on and tying off her robe with furious speed. “What the hell are you doing up this late…with an Ensign!”

“Because there weren’t any lieutenants on duty in Astrometrics?” Plato asked with a shrug.

“Hey, I’m doing the best I can,” Ensign Navies said softly, folding her hands behind her back. “Permission to leave quickly, Commander?”

Richards nodded. “Granted.”

Navies turned around and walked toward the door.

“Oh, and Ensign?”

She stopped in her tracks.

“Get your sleep tonight. You’ll need it, because you’re working a triple shift tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir,” she said in a small voice, and walked out.

“As for you, young man,” Browning said, and pointed at the door on the opposite side of her quarters. “Into your room, and to bed. We’ll talk about this tomorrow.”

Richards turned to Browning. “Don’t you think we should talk about it tonight?”

“I need time to gather my thoughts. And he needs his sleep! And regeneration!”

“I’m regenerating just fine, thanks,” Plato mumbled.

“And enough of your wise comments, Mister,” Browning said, and took Plato by the arm, ushering him toward his room.

Richards turned back to the bedroom, yawning, when suddenly he heard Browning shriek.

“AHHH! How many times have I told you, stop detaching your limbs! That freaks me out!”

Richards just groaned and went back into the bedroom, determined to fall asleep.



“This is vitally important, Andy,” Counselor Peterman said, quite seriously, to Captain Andy Baxter, as she stood facing his ready room desk.

“Granted, but…”

“You’re making a crucial error in judgment. One that will come back to haunt you, and that you’ll live to regret!”

Baxter raised a finger. “Don’t you think…”

“This is SERIOUS!”

Baxter blinked. “Okay, fine. I give. I agree with you.”

Peterman folded her arms. “About what?”

Baxter sighed. “Um…could you lift up your shirt again?”

“Of course.” Peterman lifted up the front of her tunic, then slapped her flat, bare stomach. “Look at that! No more pooch! I’m pooch-free for the first time in two years! I can’t even pinch a micrometer!”

“You lost your pregnancy weight about three weeks after Steffie was born,” Baxter said. “You’ve looked great ever since.”

Peterman stared down at her abdomen. “Shows how much you’ve been paying attention. There was a little section I just couldn’t seem to firm up. It haunted me. Eluded me…”

“Much like good sense?”

“Stop!” Peterman said, slapping Baxter’s desk. “These are dark times. Congratulate me on my lack of pooch!”

“Congratulations,” Baxter muttered.

“You can thank Yeoman Briggs’s pilates class.”

“Now can we please move on to a topic other than your belly or lack thereof?”

“Sure,” Peterman said, tugging her tunic down and sitting in the seat opposite Baxter’s desk. “Janice’s proposing to Chris today.”

“Good for her,” Baxter said, and picked up a padd, glancing it over.

Peterman leaned forward. “And your reaction is…what?”

“I think it’s great. They’ll be very happy.”

“Andy…”

Baxter slapped the padd down. “She’s making a crucial mistake. Chris’s not ready.”

“I told her that too. She disagrees.”

“Has she even TRIED to feel him out on this? Have they even talked about getting married?”

Peterman shrugged. “In her words, they don’t need to talk about it. They just ‘know.’” She made air quotes. “Isn’t that ridiculous?”

Baxter rubbed his chin. “Haven’t we said the same thing before about ourselves?”

“You are missing the point!”

“Which is what?”

“That if we don’t intervene, Janice’s going to do something she’ll live to regret.”

“Like me with the pooch thing?”

“Be serious.”

“Like the way the pooch thing is serious?”

“No. Actually be serious.”

Baxter took a deep breath. “I think we need to let Chris and Janice make their own mistakes. Just like we do, time and time again.”

Peterman sighed. “I see there’s no getting through to you.”

“These things have a way of sorting themselves out,” Baxter said. “We may not like the outcome, but we only have so much control over it.”

“Are we still talking about Chris and Janice?”

“Who else could we be talking about?”

“Your sister. And your father. And all the unresolved issues surrounding their arrival on this ship.”

“Damn, you’re perceptive,” Baxter said.

“So your answer is to deal with things by not dealing with them.”

“This time. Yes.”

“No matter how much we don’t like it?”

“Exactly.”

Peterman folded her arms. “Some idea.”

Baxter grinned at her. “Aren’t you late for pilates?”

“Damn!”



“You’re quiet this morning,” Dr. Browning said, glancing across the patio table on the upper mall level where Space Tastes was located.

Plato was busy, or not so busy, poking at his pile of scrambled eggs.

“Maybe this whole restaurant is quiet this morning,” Plato mumbled.

“Yeah,” Browning said. “That’s because nonessential crew aren’t aboard. We offloaded more than a third of our population. Plus, everyone’s too darned on edge for a leisurely breakfast. Or lunch, or dinner for that matter. It’s like the whole ship decided to go back on replicators.”

“Then why are we here?”

“To keep the home fires burning, until such time as our customers return,” Browning said, then jumped up. “Darn, that just reminded me. My home fries are burning!”

Plato glanced over his shoulder at Browning as she dashed back into the kitchen.

“Morning,” Commander Richards said, approaching the patio table. “This seat taken?”

Plato shrugged. “Whatever.”

“Cheerful boy,” Richards said, taking a seat across from Plato and setting down the padd he’d been looking at. “What’s the problem?”

“I’m grounded for three weeks,” Plato muttered.

“Seems generous considering that you snuck out, fraternized with an Ensign, and then broke a vase,” Richards said.

“I didn’t fraternize with her,” Plato said. “We just…you know…hung out.”

Richards leaned back and stretched. “Ahh, I remember a time when I just…hung out… with a girl. Those were great times.”

“Here’s your breakfast,” Browning said, setting a plate down in front of Richards. She then sat back down between he and Plato.

“Great times,” Richards said again, to himself, as he looked down at his plate. “Um, Janice…my home fries are burnt.”

“They’re still good. Nutritious. Eat them.” She turned back to Plato. “Now then… care to tell me why you and Ensign Navies were in the arboretum at oh-one hundred?”

“We weren’t in the arboretum!”

“J’hana’s security files don’t lie. That woman has cameras everywhere.”

“Damn!” Plato muttered, setting down his fork. “Damn, damn, damn!”

“That’s enough of the language, buddy,” Richards said, pointing at Plato with his fork.

“Christopher,” Browning said in a warning tone.

“I’ll just be…eating my delicious home fries.”

“Good,” Browning said, and turned back to Plato. “So you still think three weeks is harsh?”

Plato looked at Richards, then at Browning. “I guess it…sounds about right.”

Browning nodded. “And look at it this way: Things are bound to get a little hairy over the next couple weeks. I imagine we’ll be at general quarters most of that time anyway. So you won’t be missing much.”

“I guess.”

“Doctor, Commander. Young man,” a deep voice said, causing Browning to sit up with a start. A Jem’Hadar had deshrouded right in front of her.

“Chaka!” Browning said, clutching her chest. “Don’t do that!”

“I was just testing out my shroud. I haven’t used it in many weeks and…”

“That was awesome!” Plato said. “Can you teach me to do that!”

“Certainly. Although it will require genetic engineering…”

“Mom, can I…?”

“NO! You can’t get genetic engineering!” Browning fairly shouted.

“Fine. Then Chaka’kan and I will be in the holodeck if anyone needs us. We’re building a tree house in the woods of Rondak Four.”

“No you don’t!” Browning said. “What did I just tell you about being grounded?”

“That it was a bad idea?”

“This is obviously a bad time,” Chaka said, surveying the group at the table.

“You can say that again,” Richards mumbled through a mouthful of home fries.

“Why? Did you not hear me?”

Browning covered her eyes. “Our quarters, Plato. Now.”

Plato glared at Browning. “Sometimes I wish you were a changeling!”

“Sometimes I wish you were a nice boy!” Browning retorted as Plato stormed off.

“I’ll just be shrouding now,” Chaka said, and promptly vanished.

Richards stared at his plate, then looked up at Browning. “That went well.”

“No it didn’t,” Browning said, and wiped her mouth, throwing her napkin over her plate. “It didn’t go well at all. And on this of all days…”

“What’s so special about today?”

Browning looked at Richards. “Oh. Nothing. Nevermind.”

Richards nodded, then pointed at Browning’s plate. “You’ve still got some papaya…”

“Thanks, but I don’t have much of an appetite right now,” Browning said, and got up.

“You’re kidding, right?”

“Actually, no.”

Richards watched Browning walk away. He knew he had to do something. He’d never seen Browning leave food on a plate, much less her own. That the situation with Plato was affecting her appetite meant that drastic measures were in order.

A slow smile spread across Richards’s face. A plan was forming!



“Permission to speak freely?” Counselor Peterman asked, looking over her cup of coffee, as Browning stared at her hot chocolate, in a back corner of the Constellation Club.

Browning thought about it a moment. “Hmmm.”

Peterman leaned forward. “Janice…”

“Okay, okay. Permission…what is it you people say? Granted?”

“Heck if I know,” Peterman said, sipping. “Okay, so speaking freely…is it just me or are you looking unusually unhappy for a girl with a cup of chocolate in front of her?”

“I’ve got problems,” Browning admitted.

Peterman snapped her fingers. “Richards. I knew it!”

“No!” Browning snapped. “It’s not Christopher. Him and I are fine, actually.” She smiled. “More than fine. He’s been dependable, helpful. His intentions are all in the right places. But I guess it just comes down to the fact that I haven’t been able to get through to him since we got back from the twenty-first century.”

“Richards?”

“No! Plato!”

Peterman blinked. “Plato?”

Browning nodded. “Yeah. Well, you know, after his…puberty…he’s like a totally different person.”

“Puberty will do that to you. I can remember the summer when I first noticed my breasts. At first I was like ’eww,” but then, after Tommy Scanlon asked me out…”

“Kelly…” Browning said patiently.

“Oh. Sorry.” Peterman gave a sheepish smile. “Do continue. Your problems with Plato…”

“We’re not talking like we used to. Which is funny, because his vocabulary has seemingly tripled.”

“Teenage boys rarely have an easy time communicating with their parents.”

“Wait till you have a teenage girl,” Browning said with a small smile.

“Thankfully that’s a long time off. And right now, my toddler is playing hopscotch on the holodeck with a Jem’Hadar.”

“If only things were that simple with Plato,” Browning sighed. “We used to play together too.”

“Actually, Steffie probably plays with Chaka’kan more than she does with me,” Peterman said, growing distant. “Do you think Andy and I are scarring her by not spending enough time with her?”

“Lots of working parents use daycare, Kelly. That’s normal. The point is to make the time you do have with her count.”

“You didn’t send Plato to daycare.”

“I cared a lot less about my job than you and Andy do.”

“Point taken.” Peterman thunked her head. “We were talking about your problem, weren’t we?”

Browning shrugged. “There’s nothing more to say, really. I guess I just need to be patient and wait for Plato to outgrow this phase.”

“Advice any Ship’s Counselor worth her salt would give.”

“I need to get back to work,” Browning said, standing and stretching. “Ensign Reagor should be coming out of anesthesia by now, and I’ve got to explain that I misplaced her spleen.”

Peterman followed Browning out of the Club. “You are kidding, aren’t you?”

“Sure,” Browning said. “I have no idea what it was I misplaced. It just seems like there was more…stuff…in her before the surgery…”

“You know, maybe you should think about refocusing your efforts back on the restaurant,” Peterman said neutrally, as the pair stepped out into the corridor.

Browning was about to reply, when two columns of well-muscled officers in mustard-collared uniforms jogged by.

“Jog like you mean it!” J’hana shouted, fairly chasing the group down the corridor. “Jog like your lives depend on it, which they will, eventually. Jog like your miserable souls are worth a damn. Make me not want to kill you all. Because I do!” She stopped in the corridor to wave at Browning and Peterman . “Hello, ladies.”

“You’re not even winded?”

“The Andorian cardiovascular system is unparalleled,” J’hana said, wiping the bluish sweat from her forehead with the back of her sleeve. “Doctor…about your son…”

Browning grimaced. “Plato. God, what did he do now?”

“Nothing. I was just going to say…”

“I’m coming, J’hana!” Plato huffed, stumbling down the corridor, passing Browning and Peterman with a bit of a limp. “Just…got to get… my second wind.”

“Plato?” Browning asked, then did a double take as she noticed he was wearing the grey standard-issue Wesley Crusher trainee outfit, complete with combadge. “WHY are you in that getup?”

“Can’t talk now, Mom! Got to jog! Gotta be fit if I’m gonna make the Alpha Security Team!”

“His chances are marginal at best,” J’hana muttered, watching the boy jog slowly away. “But he will fit in well in Omicron.”

“What the heck is this, J’hana?” Browning asked. “Who authorized you to…draft Plato into your security squad?”

“Commander Richards, of course.”

“Christopher!”

J’hana looked from Peterman to Browning. “He didn’t tell you?”

“No…”

“Hm. This is awkward. Good luck gutting him! I’ll let you know if your boy needs medical attention after morning exercises!”

“J’hana!” Browning shouted as the Andorian jogged off, but she acted as if she didn’t hear her. “Oh, I just know those antennae heard me.”

“Actually, the antennae pick up on electromagnetic…” Peterman began.

“I don’t need a science lesson!” Browning snapped.

“Seems like you and Chris need to have a talk.”

“Yeah. And to think, I was going to propose to him today.”



“She’s going to love it,” Richards said, sitting in the command area, in his chair next to Baxter’s center seat. “Structure, discipline, teamwork. The security squad has everything…”

“Including the chance at death in combat,” Baxter said. “Yeah, real bright idea, Chris.”

“Oh, Plato won’t actually go on any dangerous missions. This is all just to build character. My Dad made me go chop wood with him out in the forest of Carstairs Six. It’ll be good for the boy to have some direction. And, the best part is, I don’t have to do any of it! J’hana’s doing all the grunt work!”

“You ever think that maybe parenting isn’t your specialty?” Baxter asked delicately.

“I did fine with Kristen,” Richards said, folding his arms.

“Larkin is an android. For the first few years, she was incapable of having emotions. So she was physically and psychologically perfect.”

“Still…”

Baxter leaned over. “Look…this may be hard to hear, but maybe you need to let Janice deal with Plato. This is a hard time for them. Maybe you should let them sort all this out on their own.”

“That’s funny coming from you.”

“And what does THAT mean?”

“You’re all for Janice handling her own affairs with Plato, at least until Uncle Andy decides to swoop in with presents and a visit to the wildlife refuge on Dentallis.”

“That was years ago. And he begged to go to that refuge!”

“And it seems to me that, last year, you didn’t have a hard time sticking your nose in on Janice’s affairs. Or…was it your lips?”

“Now that’s just a low blow!”

“So is accusing me of being a bad parent!”

“I didn’t say that!”

“You insinuated!”

“Could you boys keep it down?” Lt. Madera said from the helm. “Some of us are trying to pilot here.”

“Mind your business,” Baxter said to Madera.

“Words to live by,” Richards countered.

“Yes, they are!” Baxter said, pointing a finger at Richards.

“Take your finger out of my face!” Richards snapped, pointing at Baxter.

“You take your finger out of my face!”

“You take your finger out of my face first!”

Just then, the turbolift doors swung open. “Christopher! Ready room!”

Baxter glanced back at Dr. Browning. “Oh, Chris. You’re in trouble.”

“Quiet,” Richards muttered, and stepped back to the ready room, where Browning was already waiting by the door.

“Sure, you guys can use the room,” Baxter said quietly.



“What did you think you were doing?” Browning asked, as soon as the doors to the ready room slid shut.

“With what?”

“Plato! How could you just assign him to J’hana’s security detail without telling me!”

“I thought you’d like the idea. I was going to surprise you.”

Browning folded her arms and leaned back on Baxter’s desk. “You surprised me all right. What possessed you to do something like that?”

“I thought Plato might appreciate a sense of structure.”

“You have witnessed J’hana’s calisthenics routine, haven’t you?”

“Well…not really.”

“I’m jogging down to Deck Forty to pick him up in a few minutes,” Browning said. “He should be able to last at least that long.”

“I thought maybe some discipline would be good for him.”

“Shouldn’t I be the one to decide that?”

Richards shrugged. “I just thought I should take a more active role in his parenting. You know, be more a part of you guys’ lives.”

Browning stared at Richards a long moment. “You did?”

“Well…you seemed to need the help.”

“I kind of did. As misguided as that help was.”

“And I guess, right or wrong, I was starting to think of us as a family.”

Browning leaned forward, crossed the room, and threw her arms around Richards, squeezing him tight. “I was too!”

“Oof. Good!” Richards said, a little surprised, as Browning held him.

“I was starting to wonder if I was the only one, if…” Browning leaned against his chest. “Well, I was thinking…”

Richards looked down at her. “What?”

“I was starting to doubt myself. Like maybe I shouldn’t do this. But what you said…maybe I underestimated your willingness to commit?”

He gulped. “Commit?”

“Christopher,” Browning said softly, dropping to one knee, and taking Richards’s hand in hers. “Will you marry me?”

Instantly, Richards’s uniform was soaked through with sweat.

“Marry?” he said, his voice creaking a little.

“Yeah. Like, in a few days. You know, a before-the-universe-ends kind of deal. Nothing fancy.”

“I…” Richards said, and looked in Browning’s eyes. So trusting. So eager. So willing to be all that he wanted her to be, and more. He smiled. “Heck. Sure!”

“YES!” Browning leapt up, and kissed Richards hard on the mouth. “I”ll go see Yeoman Briggs about the decorations, then I’ll go talk to Mirk about the catering.”

“Aren’t you on duty?”

“Well, yeah,” Browning said, and ducked out of the room. “See ya!”

“What about Plato?”

“You talk to him. You’re going to be his father, after all!”

“Father,” Richards said, and fell onto Baxter’s couch. He stared up at the ceiling. “I’m going to be a father. Again!”

“Chris?” Captain Baxter asked, stepping gingerly into the ready room. “Can you tell me why Janice was skipping as she left? Did you guys…”

“We’re going to get married,” Richards said, feeling numb. “Like, in a few days.”

Baxter stared at him.

“I know, I know,” Richards said, rubbing his hands over his face. “You don’t have to tell me. You don’t think I’m ready.”

Baxter walked over to one of the chairs opposite his desk and sat down. “I don’t know that I’m ready.”

“Well, ready or not, this wedding is happening, and there’s nothing any of us can do to stop it,” Richards said, and leaned off the couch. “I’ve got to go talk to my son.”



“Just like that?” Peterman asked, sitting on the edge of the stylish, art-deco pink chair in the “pretty room,” which was what Yeoman Briggs liked to call the mirror-filled room in which his customers tried on their various clothing picks.

Browning turned left and right, studying her curves in the mirror at the simple white dress that clung to her hips, then grew wider and fell to her feet in a pile of ruffles. “What do you think?”

“Nice. Understated, but graceful,” Peterman said. “Now tell me. How did it happen?”

“Heat of the moment. Isn’t that the best time for a proposal? No time to regret your decision!”

“No time to really think about it, either.”

“Oh, this has been in the making for a long time,” Browning said. “Christopher even said he wanted to take a more active role in Plato’s life. Isn’t that great?”

“It sure doesn’t sound like him.”

“Which is the first sign that he’s really changed.”

“Do you think a person ever really changes?”

“They do when I’m through with them,” Browning said, grabbing her hair and lifting it. “Now do I wear my hair up or down?”

“Don’t touch that!” Yeoman Briggs shrieked, running into the room. “Leave it just like that. You’ll damage your roots. You let me worry about the hair. And the planning. You just look beautiful, okay, darling?”

Browning smiled. “Well, I suppose that’s easy enough.”

Briggs sighed as he looked from Browning to Peterman . “Oh, she’ll be such a beautiful bride, won’t she, Kelly?”

“Yeah,” Peterman said. “Lovely.”

“We’re really lucky to have you, James,” Browning said, touching Briggs’s shoulder. “You’re so kind, and gentle. And have such an eye for fashion. It’s a wonder some woman hasn’t already snapped you up.”

“Yeah,” Briggs said quickly. “Now strip out of that thing so I can make the alterations!”

“I’ll be going,” Peterman said, standing up. “You coming with, James?”

“Oh, no. I’ve seen a hundred naked women. Doesn’t bother me a bit.”

“Such a professional,” Browning said, leaning over and kissing Briggs on the cheek.



“Well…what’s she look like?” Baxter asked, as he and Peterman walked down the corridor to their quarters.

“Gorgeous,” Peterman said. “And I think the dress is prettier than mine was.”

“Well, our wedding was even more spur of the moment than this.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“So, what do you think about this?”

“I think you’re right. We need to let them sort this out themselves.”

“You agree? But what about Chris’s fear of commitment?”

“I think he’s over it. At least he sure seems to be.”

“Hm,” Baxter said, and keyed open the door to his quarters.

Chaka’kan was standing there, Steffie hanging from his arm, her shoulder-length brown hair flopping as she dangled.

“Swing! Swing! Swing on Chaka!” she cried.

“You realize she’s not said either of our names yet,” Peterman muttered, lifting Steffie up off the Jem’Hadar.

“Fear not. We’ve had lengthy discussions about you and your husband,” Chaka said. “The child’s vocabulary grows each day.”

“It does?”

Chaka nodded. “She’ll be intelligent, for certain. I know not what occupation she’ll choose, but it will be something in the sciences. Or perhaps the arts. Something intellectual.”

“We’ll see,” Baxter said, stepping up to the replicator and ordering a rum ’n grapefruit.

“I’ll see you each tomorrow,” Chaka said, giving Peterman a nod, petting Steffie on the head, then heading for the door. “Babysitting is life!”

“I forgot his dose of white,” Peterman said softly, once he was gone.

“We’ll give him two tomorrow,” Baxter said, unzipping his tunic. “Man, what a weird day.”

Peterman walked with Steffie over to the couch. “What do you mean?”

“The proposal. It just…came out of nowhere.”

“No it didn’t. We’ve known it’s been coming for a long time.”

“But…it still feels strange. Final. The idea that they’ll actually really get married.”

Peterman narrowed her eyes at Baxter as he sipped his drink, and as she sat Steffie up on her needs. “Please tell me you feel like you’re losing a friend.”

“I feel like I’m losing a friend. Two, actually.”

“Whew.”

“Why, what did you think I was going to say?

Peterman gently covered Steffie’s ears. “I don’t know. Missed opportunities, maybe.”

“Please!” Baxter said, downing his drink. “I don’t have those feelings for Janice anymore, and you know it. I worked through that.”

“Well, for both our sakes, let’s hope Chris’s worked through his feelings too.”

“What does that mean?” Baxter said, tossing his tunic over a chair and walking over to the couch to sit next to Peterman and Steffie.

“Just that I hope he knows what he’s getting himself into.”



“I hope you know what you’re getting yourself into,” Plato said, still catching his breath as he sat opposite Richards on the bench in the security squad’s locker room.

“That’s something to say, coming from you. She’s your mom.”

“Yeah,” Plato said, rubbing a towel over his face, then leaning back against his locker. “But she’s going to be YOUR wife.”

“Yeah,” Richards said, nodding at Lt. Unlathi as they slithered by, their massive body barely fitting through the door into the sonic shower room. “Lieutenant. Nice work out there.”

“Nice footwork in the boxing ring!” Plato called out to it. “I’ll work on that right hook, just like you told me.”

“Seems like your first day of security training took pretty well,” Richards said. “You enjoyed it?”

“No. It almost killed me,” Plato said. “I’m going to keep working out with some of the guys. But as far as the weapons training, and the tactical stuff…no, don’t think I’m ready for that.”

“That’s a mature attitude.”

Plato shrugged. “Not really. J’hana just told me my mother would gut me if I didn’t quit the security detail.”

Richards chuckled. “In her own way, I guess she would. Just not…literally.”

“Yeah, I figured.”

“So, let me get this straight…you’re actually going to do what your mother wants you to do?”

“Yeah,” Plato said. “Just don’t tell her, okay? It’ll set back everything I’ve tried to do.”

“Which is what?”

“I dunno. Be my own person. Kinda hard with your mom looking over your shoulder all the time.”

“I can see that. Ever think about sitting down and talking to her about that?”

“Not really. I don’t think she’d understand. She’d just give me some speech about wanting what’s best for me and whatever.”

“Well, she does.”

“Oh, not you too,” Plato muttered, standing up opening up his locker, yanking out his civilian clothes. “You’re starting to sound all parental, just like Mom.”

“I am a parent.”

“Yeah, but you always managed to be cool anyway. Not like mom at all.”

Richards stared at Plato. “You…you think I’m cool?”

“You talk to me like a person. Not like a kid.”

“Well, I always tried to.”

“Not even Uncle Andy really talks to me like I’m a grown-up. And Aunt Kelly even talks to people her age like kids.”

“True,” Richards said with a laugh. “So you really think I’m cool?”

“Don’t let it go to your head, man,” Plato said. “Want to play some hover ball or something, while we’re down in the rec area?

“Sure,” Richards said. “Let me just grab my racquet…”



That evening, Richards and Plato walked through the doors to Browning’s quarters, laughing and exhausted.

“What’s for dinner, hon?” Richards called out, punching Plato playfully in the arm as he leapt onto the couch.

Browning ducked out of the bedroom. “Five pans of veal Parmesan,” she said. “Overstock from the restaurant. Where have you guys been?”

“Hoverball!” Plato said, leaning up and tossing his racquet to Richards. “And I beat this old guy’s butt all over the court.”

“Yes,” Richards said, snatching the racquet and setting it down on the coffee table with his own as he sat down in Browning’s easy chair. “He, uh, did pretty good. Guess that martial arts stuff with Chaka’kan is really helping with his reflexes.”

“I kind of wondered where you two were,” Browning said, setting the trays out on the dinner table. “Not enough to ask the computer, or anything. Just wondered.”

“Well, it was time well spent,” Richards said, then nodded at Plato, mouthing “Tell her.”

“Oh,” Plato said, leaning up on the couch. “I’m not going into Starfleet Security after all.”

“You weren’t going to be anyway,” Browning said. “But glad we’re in agreement.” She stepped up to the couch and put a hand on Plato’s shoulder. “What changed your mind?”

Plato looked thoughtful, then pointed at Richards. “He did. He…talked some sense into me.”

“Really?” Browning asked, turning to Richards.

“Um….”

“He’s a smart guy, Mom,” Plato said. “Despite what Commander Hartley says about him.”

“Yeah,” Browning said, sitting on the edge of the chair and wrapping an arm around Richards. “He’s okay.” She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “Oh. I’ve got to get some designs Yeoman Briggs wanted us to look at in the bedroom. I’ll be right back!”

Richards stared at Plato as Browning left the room. “What was all that about? I didn’t change your mind….you’re the one who decided not to stay with the security detail.”

“You really have a lot to learn about women,” Plato grinned. “Now you’ve gotten in real good with Mom, even though we almost missed dinner AND you put me on the Security Detail.”

“You really want this thing to work, eh?” Richards asked.

“I know she wants to marry you. And I had my doubts. But now I’m seeing, maybe, you’ll be a pretty good da…” Plato looked away a moment. “A pretty good guy for Mom.” With that, he leapt up off the couch and dashed into his room.

Richards sat in silence a moment, looking around Browning’s quarters. What would become his quarters, officially and otherwise. Was this really going to be his life? Everything was happening so fast.

Browning stepped back into the kitchenette, tossing a padd on the table. “Dinner’s on, Christopher. Go get Plato for me, would ya?”

“Yeah,” Richards said, but didn’t budge.

“Christopher? You ready?”



“Are you ready? Commander Richards?” Tilleran leaned over her console, glaring at Richards, who sat silently in the command chair. “Commander, are you ready to begin the muon sweep?”

“The what?” Richards asked, turning to Tilleran.

“That scan, you know, for the sensor contact that’s been tailing us since Sector 36640?”

“Oh. Right. That scan. Yeah. Let’s do it.”

Tilleran nodded, tapping controls at her station. “Muon generators activating. At sixty percent dispersal and rising.”

“Great. Whatever that means.”

“It means it’s working. We’re able to extend the distance of our sensors by about for parsecs, for short bursts.”

“Then that’s good,” Richards said.

“Are you all right?”

“Yes!” Richards snapped, turning to Tilleran, suddenly alert. “I’m fine. No need to probe me!”

“Wouldn’t dream of it!” Tilleran said with a grin. Her grin faded as the sensor information began to scroll across her screen. “Sir…sensor contacts three sectors away. Four starships. Big ones.”

Richards stood up, turned to Tilleran. “Who?”

Tilleran looked up from her scans. “Orions.”

“Get the captain.”

“Guess the wedding’s off, huh?”

“Yeah,” Richards said. “I guess it is.”



“How far away?” Captain Baxter asked, pacing the bridge as Admiral Baxter, Ashley Donovan, Anna Kimmel, Maura Drake, Doctor Browning and Counselor Peterman crowded the command area. Richards, meanwhile, stood at the back of the bridge, leaning over the railing that surrounded the command chairs.

“Four point three parsecs,” Tilleran said. “If they changed course for direct intercept, they could head us off in four or five days..”

“So they may not see us,” Ashley said.

“They’re sniffin’ around,” Harlan said.

“So we change nothing,” Baxter said. “As a matter of fact, we slow down. Cut power to all non-essential systems. Do nothing that will cause the slightest power spike. And we hope and pray they don’t spot us.”

“Wonder how long they’ve been looking for us,” Browning said distantly.

“Ever since Zendab,” Harlan muttered, turning around, obviously too irritated to even look at the viewscreen. “They were there. They tracked the Orleans to us, and now they’re tracking us.”

“But with reduced power emissions and reduced speed, with the sensor-reflective shielding, we’ll be very hard to detect, right?” Peterman asked.

Baxter smiled. “That’s certainly the idea.”

“Then everything’s good,” Kimmel said. “For now, at least.”

“Yeah,” Baxter nodded. “Everything’s just dandy.”

“I hope you’re taking this whole enterprise a bit more seriously now,” Ashley said offhand.

“I’ve been taking it seriously the entire time.”

“She’s right,” Richards said. “We’re being hunted down like dogs and here I was, busy planning a wedding.”

“Actually, I was the one doing most of the planning,” Browning said.

“No more distractions,” Harlan said. “Full steam ahead. All business. We elude the Orions until we find a way to shut Anna Kimmel’s powers off, or we go to blazes trying.”

“J’hana,” Baxter said, ignoring his father. “Monitor the Orions. They so much as twitch in our direction, I want to know about it. Tilleran: You, Drake and Donovan take Anna below decks, and you don’t leave that lab until you have a lead on how to control this power of hers.”

Maura Drake silently followed Donovan, Kimmel, and Tilleran toward the turbolift, then turned around. “We may need this power of hers to put an end to the Orions before they capture Anna.”

“No we won’t,” Baxter said. “We’ll stop the Orions some other way, if and when we have to. Your orders are to put an end to her powers, any which way you can. Understood?”

“Of course,” Drake said, and backed into the turbolift.

Harlan crossed by Baxter, glowering, and stepped up to the foreward turbolift, pressing the call button. “You keep me in the loop, boy.”

“Yeah, look who’s talking,” Baxter mumbled as Harlan stepped in and the doors closed. He glanced up at Richards, who leaned against the railing, still looking at the stars on the viewscreen. “Any ideas, Chris? Cause I could use a few right now.”

“No,” Richards said. “I’ll…” He glanced at Browning. “I’ll be in my quarters.”

“Shouldn’t we talk about this wedding thing?” Browning asked as Richards stepped back to the aft turbolift.

“I don’t think now’s the time, Janice,” Richards said, and stepped in.

Browning stared at the closing doors, then stomped her foot. “Oh, damn him!”

Peterman wrapped a protective arm around Browning. “Relax, Janice. Everything will turn out okay.”

She glanced at Baxter, who looked very thoughtful. “I’ll just take her belowdecks and get her something high in fat…”

“No,” Baxter said, and pointed at Browning. “I need you in my ready room, Doctor.”

“Trying SO hard not to make a comment,” Peterman muttered, taking her arm off Browning as she stepped up to the quarterdeck.

“Don’t worry, Kelly,” Baxter said, ushering Browning into the ready room. “I think I’ve got a plan that will work for everybody.”



“So, you got your powers back, huh?” Richards asked, leaning against the bar in the constellation club and sipping from his Tom Cochrane.

Mirk nodded. “Well, apparently I had them all the time.”

“Really?”

“Just a question of putting them to use. They’re kind of like a pair of really nice socks you only pull out on special occasions.”

Richards stared into his drink. “I don’t have any nice socks.”

“You’d be surprised how much they come in handy.”

“Should I get married, Mirk?”

Mirk backed up a bit. “Whoa. I’m the wrong person to ask about that.”

Richards looked up at him. “You’re married.”

“Yeah, true. But…I’m the wrong person for YOU to ask about that. There’s only one person who can help you with that question.”

“Janice.”

“Bingo.”

“You’re helpful, as always.”

“I call it like I see it. And now that I’m semi-potent again, I figure you should listen a lot more closely to my advice.”

“She wants to get married. I love her. I want to be a good influence in Plato’s life. I think we can form a family.”

“Isn’t that the basis of marriage? Forming a family?”

Richards shrugged. “It sure as hell should be.”

“This seat taken?” a voice asked behind Richards.

“Beats me,” Richards said, then glanced over as he watched Lt. Susan Madera pull up a seat next to him.

“I’ll take this one, Mirk. And another Tarkalian Ale, please.”

“Whatever the lady wants,” Mirk said, and stepped down the bar to get Madera her drink.

Richards glared at her. “What do you mean you’ll ‘take’ this one.”

“You’re thinking about marrying Janice.”

“Did this make it into the ship’s newsletter?”

“Back page, with an awful picture of you,” Madera said, as she sipped her drink

“Great.”

“I only have one piece of advice, Chris, and I think you know what it is.”

“Follow my heart?” Richards asked.

“No, hell with that. Your heart only gets you in trouble. What I was going to say was that you’d better be certain. You better be sure you want to marry Janice Browning. Because there is no worse moment than when you stand on that altar and you realize there’s nobody there to join you.”

“I…” Richards said, opening and closing his mouth. “I’m sorry, Susan.”

Madera shrugged. “It’s in the past.”

“Literally,” Richards said. “I was in the twenty-first century!”

“And you didn’t bother to even say hello when you got back.”

“I had a lot on my mind.”

“You always seem to, don’t you?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Just what it sounds like. You can’t get bogged down in all the particulars. Either you really want to spend the rest of your life with Janice Browning or you don’t. It’s not that hard a question. Go with your gut instinct.”

“So you are telling me to follow my heart.”

“Gut,” Madera said with a small belch. “I said gut.” She downed her second drink, slid off the stool, then headed for the doors. “I’m heading back to the conn station, sir,” she said, with a dizzy little mock- salute.

“Didn’t you just have two drinks?”

“I’m right as rain,” Madera said, and stepped out into the corridor. Moments later, she ducked her head back in. “Don’t look now, Chris, but here comes trouble. Better make up your mind fast.”

Richards slid off the stool as the doors parted, and Captain Baxter walked in, wearing his dress uniform, followed by Janice Browning, who was still trying to get her white, flowy wedding dress to lay right.

“Commander, I believe you have a wedding to get to,” Baxter said, pointing at Richardson with a padd he’d held in the crook of his arm.

“What?”

“Right here. Right now. Mister Mirk…lights on center stage.”

“Right away, Captain,” Mirk said, stifling his surprise as he turned the house lights down and brought a spot light up on the stage.

Baxter took Browning by the arm and led her up to the stage, as Peterman hung back, with a gathering crowd of crewmembers, quickly pointing out where they could take seats, and explaining the situation to them.

It was a situation that Richards couldn’t begin to fathom. “What’s going on here, Janice?”

“It’s now or never, Christopher,” Browning said, taking her place to Baxter’s left on the stage. “You in or out?”

Richards watched more crewmembers file into the lounge, then glanced back up at Browning.

Suddenly he felt a brisk slap on his back. “Good luck, Uncle Chris!” Plato said, a blushing Ensign Navies clinging to his arm.

“Navies!” Richards snapped.

“Sorry, Commander,” she said, glancing away as Plato took her to a pair of seats facing the stage.

Richards walked toward the stage, as Baxter approached the deejay stand, where Zordock the Bold was reprogamming the musical selections to be a little more wedding-like.

“Stop the presses!” a high voice called out from the entrance to the Club, as Yeoman James Briggs, clad in only a pink terrycloth robe, came trotting in, brushes in hand. “I understand we have a hair emergency on our hands!”

“Her hair is fine,” Baxter said, looking at Browning.

“It’s a disaster,” Briggs replied.

“It is?”

“Oh yeah,” Browning said, as Briggs busied himself behind her, poofing, spraying, and brushing for all he was worth.

Richards stood at the foot of the stage, locking eyes with Browning, as the room slowly filled to capacity, and the milling crewpeople could be heard murmuring cheerfully and expectantly. “Janice!” he whispered. “Are you sure about this?”

“Are you?” she asked, as Peterman tossed her a bouquet.

“Well, isn’t this backwards? Doesn’t the groom stand up there, and then you come up after?”

“We’ve done everything else backwards, Christopher. Our wedding might as well be backwards too.”

Baxter sped through the text on his padd. “…since the sailing ships…blah blah blah…greatest privilege of a captain…yadda yadda….can skip over the honor part…oh, okay, here we go.”

Richards felt dizzy, his head spinning. And then Baxter pointed at the deejay.

“Now, Zordock the Bold!”

And as the music started up, everything started to make sense for Richards:



Hey little sister what have you done Hey little sister who’s the only one Hey little sister who’s your superman Hey little sister who’s the one you want Hey little sister shot gun!



It’s a nice day to start again It’s a nice day for a white wedding…



“Damn it all, let’s do it!” Richards said, suddenly energized, and he bounded up on the stage. “I’m going to do this, I really am!”

Browning took his hands. “Glad to hear it.”

“Do it, Andy,” Richards said, his heart beating a million times a minute. “Go straight to the end.”

Baxter looked from Richards to Browning, then down at his padd. “Okeydoke. Let’s get this matrimony moving.” He glanced over the padd. “Hold on. I lost my place. There’s a lot of crap that we can just skip over…”

In the audience, J’hana dragged Lt. Sefelt out of the seat next to Peterman, and then sat down. Sefelt ran screaming out of the room.

“It’s a nice day to start again, eh, Counselor?” she whispered.

“So the man says,” Peterman said, nibbling her fingernails.

“You have reservations?”

“No, we didn’t book the Club. We just kind of took it over.”

“I mean about the two of them being married.”

“It’s their life. Ultimately, they’re responsible for their decisions.”

“An enlightened view.”

“Yeah. I just hope it’s the right one.”

“Lieutenant Commander Tilleran sends her regrets, by the way. She’s busy working with the others on a way to ‘deactivate’ Captain Kimmel and stop the universe from imploding.”

“I think that’s a reasonable excuse.”

“Indeed.”

Back up on the stage, Baxter had finally found the right spot on the padd. “Okay. Here goes. Do you, Christopher, take this woman, Janice Browning, to be your lawfully wedded wife, to have and to hold, in sickness and health…and all that other stuff, until death separates you?”

Richards smiled, pulling Browning closer, and nodded. He didn’t even hesitate.

“Yes. Yes I do.”

Browning blinked. That was a quick answer. How’d he make up his mind so darned fast?

Baxter turned to Browning. “And do you, Janice, take Christopher Richards to be your lawfully wedded husband, and whatnot, until death separates you?

And whatnot.

Browning looked in Richards’s big, expectant eyes, and suddenly he was the sure one. He was the one that believed so much in them, after all his doubts, and all the ups and downs of their roller coaster relationship. How’d he get so sure, so quickly?

“I…” she said, and felt her voice catch in her throat. It was an emotional moment. That was natural. She cleared her throat. “That is, I…”

Richards squeezed her hands.

She cocked her head. “You know…I’m not really sure.”

Peterman shot out of her chair. “WHAT?!”

Beside her, and just off-stage, Yeoman Briggs fainted into the four arms of Zordock the Bold.

Baxter leaned toward her as the crowd began to mutter. “Uh, Janice. That’s not what you’re supposed to say.”

Richards stared at Browning, slowly letting go of her hands. “Janice…?”

Browning backed away. “You know, Christopher, I think I’m gonna need some time.”

“You are?”

“Yeah. I cannot believe I’m saying this, but I’m…I’m just not sure. And I need to be. Hope you understand!” And she yanked her dress up to her knees and bolted off the stage, and out the door, faster than Richards had ever seen her move before.

Baxter and Richards stood on the stage a few moments, glancing awkwardly at each other.

“There’s…there’s mini hotdogs and puff pastries on the way, folks,” Baxter said meekly.

That didn’t seem to quiet the crowd.

“WHAT THE HELL?” Peterman called out again.

Richards glanced at Baxter. “What the hell indeed.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, and looked over Richards’s shoulder, at Zordock the Bold, who was fanning Yeoman Briggs. “Zordock the Bold! Music! Now! Something appropriate!”

“As you command, Captain!” Zordock the Bold called out, and punched a control, causing the speakers around the Constellation Club to boom:



Chill out

What you yellin’ for?

Lay back

It’s all been done before

And if you could only let it be

You will see



I like you the way you are

When we’re drivin’ in your car

And you’re talkin’ to me one-on-one

But you become

Somebody else

Round everyone else

Watchin’ your back

Like you can’t relax

You tryin’ to be cool

You look like a fool to me



Tell me

Why’d you have to go and make things so complicated?



Richards stared at Baxter, wondering who the heck was singing. “Andy, did that really just happen? Did Janice leave ME?”

“Guess so,” Baxter said.

Back behind the bar, Lt. Commander Hartley, who’d snuck in during the set-up of this event-gone-wrong, slung an arm tightly around Mirk.

“Did I mention how lucky we are to have each other, Mirkles?”

“Not specifically, but I think it was always implied,” Mirk said.

“Good. Because all we have to deal with is your possible omnipotence. We have it soooo easy.”

“No kidding.”

Down in the audience, Plato looked dumbfounded.

“So your mom isn’t marrying Commander Richards?” Navies asked him.

“Guess not.”

“Does this mean we can go somewhere and make out?”

“Sure,” Plato said, and grabbed Navies by the hand, dragging her out of the club.

Peterman stared blankly at Baxter and Richards as they stepped down off the stage. “What now?” she asked.

Richards shoved up his shirtsleeves. “What now is I go talk to her. Find out what the heck is going on.”

“Good idea,’ Baxter said.”Maybe it’s just a question of bad time–”

“Red alert!” Ensign Adam Keefler suddenly broke in over the all- call, as alarm klaxons sounded, drowning out the music in the club. “Senior staff to the bridge immediately!”



Baxter skidded out of the turbolift, Richards, Peterman, and J’hana at his back. Harlan and Maura Drake came out of the opposite one, accompanied by Ashley Donovan and Anna Kimmel. Donovan, seeing the middle of the bridge was getting crowded, headed up to the vacant engineering station.

“Give me the bad news,” Baxter said, walking toward the middle of the bridge as J’hana took over at tactical and Keefler moved quickly out of the command chair.

“Incoming signal, weapons hot, and ordering us on all channels to stand down,” Keefler said, moving to one of the auxiliary stations.

“Orion?” Baxter asked, glancing over his shoulder at J’hana.

The Andorian looked up from her panel, shaking her head. “No, sir. She’s Starfleet.”

“Orleans?” Richards asked.

J’hana shook her head. “Wrong again. Try thinking of the worst thing that could happen now. Then double that by infinity.”

Baxter glowered at the viewscreen as a huge shadow loomed over the Explorer, bearing down fast. His forehead wrinkled angrily. His fists clenched.

“Vansen,” he said bitterly.

And, as if on cue, the gigantic U.S.S. Outlander swung into view over the Explorer, a multi-nacelled, whale-sized juggernaut with a long saucer and broad engineering hull.

“We’re being hailed,” J’hana said. “Unless there’s anyone else in the sector who answers to ‘hey, loser!’”

“Get her on screen,” Baxter said, gritting his teeth. “Let’s get this overwith.”

The viewscreen shimmered to reveal Captain Nell Vansen, standing in the middle of her wide bridge, with her staff working calmly and competently at their stations. Her hands were clasped behind her back. She regarded Baxter with raised eyebrow, like he was some insignificant insect.

Behind her, Baxter recognized those two strange people who’d been on Sullivan’s ship. A brunette and a fish. Baxter grimaced. Why did bad things always come in threes?

“I knew we’d find them!” Agent Samantha Dallas grinned from beside Vansen. “See, Captain Baxter, I told you I’d get to the bottom of this, eventually! What are you trying to hide?”

“I’m really two inches bigger in the waist than I tell everyone,” Baxter said flatly.

“There will be time for a formal interrogation later,” Vansen said, not even glancing at Dallas. “That WAS the deal we agreed to when I picked you up off the Orleans.”

Dallas shrugged. “It’s your ship.”

“Better believe it,” Vansen said, and returned her attention to Baxter. She straightened, taking on a much more officious posture. “Captain Baxter, by order of Commodore Jack Woodall, I hearby order you to stand down and report to my brig. A temporary captain will be placed aboard your ship, and we will return to Starfleet Command on Earth so you can explain yourself.” She gave that a moment to sink in, then raised an eyebrow. “Questions?”

“No,” Baxter said. “Statements. You cannot possibly fathom the situation we’re in right now. To put it briefly, Vansen, the Universe is at stake. If you take us off this mission, if you draw unnecessary attention to us, you’re not only jeopardizing my ship and yours, you’re jeopardizing existence itself. Just one damn time I need you to trust me and let me go about my business. You’ve got to believe I know what I’m doing here.”

“No,” Vansen said, without seeming to give it much thought. She smiled. “You didn’t really think that would work, did you?”

“I thought it was worth a try,” Baxter said honestly. He could feel Ashley Donovan’s glare on him, and knew she felt he was wasting his time.

Vansen paced the bridge, studying Baxter with a caustic frown. She stepped in front of an uncomfortable-looking Lt. Commander Jeremy Gage, who sat with his hands folded in his lap, making an effort not to squirm. Baxter could tell this was hard on him, unlike Vansen, who was obviously getting considerable relish from taking the Explorer to task.

“I’ve been waiting for this moment a long time, Baxter,” she said. “To succeed where Captain Sullivan failed only makes it sweeter. You don’t know how happy I was to get the comm from Woodall. I’d say this kind of mission is well worth cutting my shakedown cruise short, wouldn’t you?”

“Vansen,” Richards said. “You’ve got to–”

“Was anyone talking to you?” Vansen snapped. “No, I didn’t think so.” She looked at Baxter. “You have two minutes to surrender, Captain.”

“Or what?” Baxter asked.

“Outlander is targeting us with their phasers,” J’hana reported.

“Shields!” Donovan called out, and slammed her hand down on the shield controls.

“She wouldn’t–” Peterman said, then stumbled as the Explorer shook.

“Direct hits on our port nacelle!” Tilleran called out.

“Shields in that quadrant are down to seventy percent,” Ashley said. “And you’re welcome for raising the shields.”

“You were saying?” Vansen said. “Make no mistake, Captain, I’ve got no problem with dragging the Explorer back to port by tractor beam. And believe me when I tell you that this ship has the power to do it.”

Baxter looked around his bridge. Everyone had their eyes on him.

“I’m not afraid to fight you, Vansen,” he said.

“I wouldn’t do that, Captain. Mine’s bigger than yours.” She chuckled. “Wow, that was fun to say.”

“Charge weapons. Phasers and quantums,” Baxter said, returning to his command chair and sitting down. “If it’s a fight you want, Vansen, you’ll damned well get it.”

Peterman hurried to Baxter’s side, leaning toward him. “Andy, maybe you should think this through. Let me talk to her…”

“Yeah, cause she likes you,” Baxter muttered.

“Listen to your wife, Captain,” Vansen said. “This isn’t a fight you can win. It never has been. After all these years, your life comes down to one irrefutable fact: You’re just not good enough. Now give up and turn yourself in so you can salvage what little dignity you have left and get back to port.”

“No,” a small voice said, and it wasn’t Baxter’s. Anna Kimmel stepped out from between Drake and Harlan Baxter and stood in front of Baxter, staring at Vansen. “You’ll turn around and go back to whatever dark hole you crawled out of.”

“Ha!” Vansen exclaimed. “The little girl who would be captain speaks. Glad to see you’re finally sitting at the big kids’ table, Kimmel. Unfortunately, this is a really bad time for you to grow brass ones. I’m not sure what shape your career is in currently, but I’ve got a feeling it won’t take a hit like the one I’m about to lay on your friend Baxter.”

Kimmel stepped forward. “He’s my brother. And you can’t talk to him like that anymore.”

“You seem woefully ignorant of who’s got the power here,” Vansen said boredly. “Now, why don’t you be a good girl and step aside so I can finish dressing down Capt–” She blinked. “Did you say brother?” Dallas started to say something in the background, but Batyn put a flippered hand over her mouth.

Kimmel nodded. “Yes. And I’m pretty sure I know who’s got the power here.” She balled her fists. Her eyes glowed, and Tilleran looked up at her from sciences, her eyes going wide.

“Captain, she’s–”

Peterman stepped toward her, reaching out. “Anna….”

Baxter leapt out of his chair.

“Deep space mission, eh?” Kimmel asked, her eyes boring into Vansen’s. “Well, allow me to help you on your way!”

Vansen cocked her head, genuinely confused. “What–?”

Kimmel reared back, like a pitcher getting ready to strike out someone leading off third base. And she threw her empty hand forward at Vansen.

The Outlander captain’s shocked face was replaced with an exterior view of the Outlander, flipping end over end, skipping away like a speeding stone on a lake, disappearing from sight. “They just left sensor range!” Tilleran called out, as Kimmel sagged to the ground, limp.

Drake and Harlan ran to Kimmel’s side, helping her up, but she remained limp in their arms.

“She’s got a pulse, but she’s unconscious,” Drake said, running a tricorder over Kimmel. “We can move her.”

“Sickbay,” Baxter said distantly. “Medical emergency on the bridge.”

Everyone was quiet for a moment.

“Tilleran,” Richards finally said. “Extrapolate the Outlander’s course.”

“Three-one-one mark oh-five six.” Tilleran tapped into the Explorer’s databanks. “The heading of their assigned deep space mission.”

“Get her down to Sickbay, Dad,” Baxter said, pointing at Harlan.

“And what are you going to do, boy?” Harlan asked, as Ensign Keefler helped Drake lift Kimmel into the foreward turbolift.

“Batten down the hatches,” Baxter said. “Because, if that exchange didn’t lead the Orions to us, nothing will.”



ORION FRIGATE SALAZAR



“Weapons fire and communication detected, Boss,” Viilso said, looking up from the sensor console on the Salazar’s bridge. “We’ve identified both vessels involved. The U.S.S. Outlander and the…sir, it’s the Explorer!”

Noyo Potsran, major underboss of the Orion Syndicate, sat back in his broad leather chair and folded his hands over his wide, but solid, belly. “Good. It’s about time this chase came to an end.”

“Orders, sir?” Viilso asked.

“What do you think?” Potsran replied with a big smile. “Intercept, best possible speed. Get a bead on them before they can get those reflective shields working again. And get our boarding parties ready. We’re going to rip their ship from stem to stern to get to Kimmel, and make Captain Baxter pay for putting such a big crimp in our plans.”

“Correction,” a voice said from behind Potsran. Captain Harth stepped up next to the command chair, still bearing a large pressure-bandage across his broad Gorn chest from where Ashley Donovan ran him through with a sword. “You’ll get Kimmel, but by the undulating Crishnar waves of the Gornaran Sea, I will reap revenge from Baxter. I will have him, will cut his heart out with my very–”

“For the love of latinum, man!” Potsran bellowed, shaking his head as Harth caught his breath. “You’d think that you’d never taken a blood oath of revenge before. Act like a professional!”

Harth glared around the bridge, then folded his arms. “Fine.” He turned around. “If anyone needs me, I’ll be down in my quarters, plotting my glorious victory over the cowardly–”

“SHUT UP!”



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



NEXT:



Just when you thought Year Seven would never end…



Time has run out for Baxter and company, as the Orions bear down on them and the crew prepares to defend the Explorer and prevent Kimmel from falling into the Orions greedy green hands. Will they be able to fight off Potsran and Harth? Meanwhile, what’s going on with Dr. Browning? What news does Tilleran have for J’hana and how will she take it? Why does Chaka’kan feel like he’s not going to like what Baxter asks of him? Answers to all these questions and more as we begin the beginning of the…uh…end of Year Seven. At least that’s what I hear, according to the “Powers that Be,” (Part One).




Powers that Be, Part One



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 57525.4. We’re currently on silent running, in a last- ditch effort to evade the Orion Syndicate and buy us some time to stop Captain Kimmel from attaining godhood.

So far, Lieutenant Commander Tilleran and Doctor Drake have been no help in finding a way to prevent the Orions from tapping into Kimmel’s power. Until we can prove to them, and Starfleet, that Kimmel doesn’t hold the power to control the universe, or destroy it (depending on how you look at it), we’re pretty much screwed.

One wonders why I keep making these logs, when I know damn good and well I’ll just delete the whole lot of them once this whole sordid affair is over.

That being the case, I have one last word:

Poopypants.



“Ahem.”

Lt. Commander Tilleran turned around to find the solidly-built shape of J’hana filling the door to Stellar Cartography.

“Studying up on your star charts?” J’hana asked, as Tilleran turned back to the control console and tapped a few controls. A spiderweb of coordinates and labels for stellar bodies of all sorts appeared and disappeared from the massive, ever-moving star chart at the front of the room. “Trying to guess at the Orions’ next move,” Tilleran said, and sighed as she leaned against the console. “I thought maybe if I looked at our sensor records from the last twenty-four hours, and the information we got from the muon sweep, I might be able to come up with a way to evade them.”

“Isn’t that more my line of work?”

“I figured you had your hands full with all those security drills. Anyway, I’m on a break. Drake and I have been hitting our heads against the wall about this Kimmel thing for what seems like days.”

“Indeed. Well, I left Ensign Keefler in charge of today’s drills. Which is a big concession, as I relish drills of all kinds,” J’hana said, then wriggled her antennae in Tilleran’s direction. “If you know what I mean.”

Tilleran sighed. “Yes, unfortunately.” She glanced back at the star charts. “Aren’t you the least bit worried, J’hana? How can you be so cavalier, when there are four big ships out there bent on plowing through us to get at one possibly-omnipotent person.”

“Of course I am worried,” J’hana said. “I’m worried we’ll be destroyed before I can achieve a record number of combat casualties.”

“How’d I know you would say something like that?”

“Because our minds are one.”

“Yes,” Tilleran said, and looked at the ground. “Hey, about that…”

“Keefler to J’hana.”

“Go ahead.”

“We’re having a little problem with the latest security drill. Lieutenant Unlathi is stuck in a Jefferies tube.”

“Zharnt! I thought I told you not to let Unlathi into the tubes!”

“I’m sorry, Lieutenant. I only took my eye of it for a minute.”

“That’s all the Velvattian needs. Unlathi is…precocious.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ll be down there in a few minutes. Meanwhile, tell the lieutenant to start excreting more slime. That should help grease it up.”

“Um…yes, sir.”

“I should get down there,” J’hana said, walking toward the door. “Dinner tonight?”

“Yeah,” Tilleran said.

“Is there something else?” J’hana asked.

“Can’t you tell what I’m thinking?”

J’hana shrugged. “Oddly, no.”

“Then I’ll just talk to you tonight.”

J’hana nodded. “You are perfection incarnate.”

“Yeah,” Tilleran replied as the door closed. “You too.”



“Wake up, champ. Time to get on the field. It’s first and ten,” Captain Baxter said, patting Anna Kimmel’s face as she lay on the biobed in the center of Sickbay.

Kimmel’s eyes fluttered open, as Dr. Wilcox hovered behind her, worriedly glancing at her tricorder.

“Andy?” she asked. “What the heck hit me?”

“A rush of power,” Baxter said. “Near as we can tell, you hauled off and threw the Outlander a few thousand light years away.”

Kimmel nodded. “Cool.” Then her lip trembled. “Those poor Outlander people!”

“It’s okay,” Baxter said, squeezing Kimmel’s hand. “I’m sure they’re all fine. The point is, you’re all right.”

“Just…dizzy.”

“She needs bed rest,” Holly said, closing her tricorder. “Her adrenaline levels are through the roof. Brain synapses are all firing irregularly.”

“Can’t you just shoot her up with something and fix that?” Baxter asked, looking up.

“No,” Holly said. “Hyposprays don’t cure everything. But wouldn’t it be nice if they did?”

“Modern medicine my butt.”

“What she needs is rest,” Holly said, stepping up and patting Baxter on the shoulder. “And quiet.”

Kimmel gave Baxter a small grin. “She means you need to go, Andy.”

“Oh,” Baxter said, smiling sheepishly. “Right.” He glanced at Kimmel. “You take care, okay? Don’t drive Doctor Wilcox crazy.”

“Wouldn’t…” Kimmel said, and trailed off, falling asleep.

“Doctor?” Baxter asked, looking at Holly, his brow furrowed.

“She passed out again,” Holly said. “Exhaustion. This time, it would be better if we didn’t wake her up.”

“Fine,” Baxter said, and turned for the door. “But let me know if there’s any change in her condition.”

He walked out into the corridor, and immediately faced Harlan Baxter and Counselor Peterman.

“Rt’s danews, boy?” Harlan asked, chewing on his cigar.

“She’ll be fine. She needs rest,” Baxter said, looking to Peterman. “Matter of fact, I think we all do.”

Harlan pulled out his cigar. “I’m not sleeping till this damned mission is over and done.”

“You can expect some restless nights, then,” Baxter said, as he and Peterman walked off toward the turbolift.

Harlan stared at them a moment, then turned toward the door to Sickbay. He looked at that a moment, then turned in the other direction and walked off.



“You seem distracted, Ariel,” Dr. Drake said, leaning over the lab table as Lt. Commander Tilleran stared through the subneural microscope and the readouts of Captain Kimmel’s DNA sample that sped across the screen.

“Just concentrating hard,” Tilleran said. “Something about these neuropeptide sequences bothers me.”

“Oh?” Drake asked, stepping closer to Tilleran. “What would that be?”

“They’re…normal.”

“Is there a reason they shouldn’t be?”

“Just that, if you used any kind of DNA resequencing when you ‘created’ Kimmel, we’d be able to see it in the neuropeptide sequences.”

“Good point,” Drake said. “You are clever, aren’t you?”

“I like to think so,” Tilleran said. “At any rate, we need to tell the Captain immediately. Because whatever’s inside Anna Kimmel, it’s not biological…” She moved to stand up, and Drake put her hands on the Betazoid’s shoulders, pushing her gently into her seat.

“We don’t need to bother the captain,” Drake said. “I think we can settle this between us.”

“What do you mean?” Tilleran asked, wrinkling her nose.

“I mean, this conversation never happened,” Drake said, and snapped her fingers. “As a matter of fact, you won’t remember anything that’s said to you until after I walk out of the room. And…” She pointed at the microscope and snapped her fingers again. “If you look again, you’ll see Kimmel’s DNA does show signs of genetic alterations, but you aren’t able to decode the sequences.”

Tilleran gazed past Drake, her eyes glassy. “Cool. Whatever you say.”

“Glad we’re on the same page,” Drake said, and headed toward the door. “You prying Betazoid bitch.”

“Yeah, thanks! You too!” Tilleran said as Drake left. Once the doors closed, Tilleran turned back to the microscope. “Now then,” she said, pushing up her shirtsleeves. “Let’s see what’s going on with these sequences!”



Captain Baxter found Mirk polishing the bar in the Constellation Club when he stepped in, dressed in a Dallas Cowboys t-shirt and sweatpants.

“Captain?” Mirk asked, looking up from the bar. “Shouldn’t you be in bed?”

“Couldn’t sleep,” Baxter said.

“You’ve got a lot on your mind.”

“I’ve got you on my mind.”

Mirk blinked. “Thanks, sir, but I…uh…”

“No, no, no,” Baxter said, waving dismissively. “I don’t mean….well that’s just silly.”

“Not helping your case any, sir.”

Baxter glared at Mirk. “Why I’m here, MIRK, is because I need your help.”

“Mine?”

“I was hesitant to come to you, because I know you don’t like the idea of being used for your powers.”

“And yet that’s exactly what you’d propose, isn’t it?”

Baxter shrugged. “Desperate times…”

Mirk put his polishing rag down and put his hands on the bar. “Captain, I’d love to help you…”

“But you’re busy this week?”

“But I can’t control my powers. At least not in the way you’re asking.”

Baxter narrowed his eyes at Mirk. “And what exactly do you think I’m asking?”

“For me to just blink my eyes and make everything okay again.”

“Well, I figured it would take a little more than that,” Baxter said. “At least a good…uh… three blinks.”

“It’s not that simple, Captain. My powers, at least the really cool ones, the ones that have the ability to control the Universe, only show up when they want to. Sure, I can levitate you if you want, but I can’t turn back time, turn it forward, or erase a psycho ex-girlfriend from your past.” Mirk glanced to the side thoughtfully. “Man, if I could, though, I’d probably be a great big giant eyeball by now.”

“And you’d probably be on vacation with the rest of the Directors,” Baxter muttered.

“They’re not on vacation,” Mirk said quickly. “I don’t know where they are, but they’ve gone away for a reason. Ours is not to question the Directors…”

“It’s to find a way to win without them,” Baxter said. “Or you. I get that.”

“I wish I could be more helpful,” Mirk said. “But, under the circumstances, all I can do is serve you a stiff drink.”

“Rum and grapefruit,” Baxter said, hopping on a barstool. “And why don’t you go ahead and levitate it to me.”

“Can do!” Mirk said, ducking behind the bar.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. Computer…I’m buzzed. Don’t tell my wife I’ve been drinking, and I’m up and about, walking around the ship in the middle of the night, even though we’re on the verge of a Universe-wide apocalypse. But I thought it would be cool if I did that thing where the captain walks around and tours the ship on the verge of a big battle. You know? Sure, you know.



“And this is the…this is the…what’s this again?” Baxter asked, pointing.

“The warp core,” Ensign Ryan Stuart said, yawning as he leaned against the Master Systems Display in Engineering.

“Good job, Ensign,” Baxter said, patting Stuart on the back. “You’ll go far with ideas like that.”

“Sir?” Stuart asked in a small voice as Baxter headed toward the warp core. “Would this be a good time to ask about my promotion?”

“Sure would be. Right after I take a look at the….at the…what is this thing again?”

“The warp core!”

“Yeah, right,” Baxter said, and leaned over the railing that surrounded the warp core. “Hey…it’s really….deep.”

“Sir, be careful…” Stuart said, stepping toward Baxter.

“Why? I’m just gonna…” Baxter leaned farther over, and then fell forward, arms pinwheeling.

“Damn,” Stuart said, bolting toward Baxter as he tipped over the railing. “Now I’m never getting that promotion!”

The last thing Stuart saw was Baxter’s boots as he fell, headfirst, down into the pit at the bottom of the warp core.



“Captain?” Holly Wilcox asked, shining a mini-beacon in Baxter’s eyes. “Are you with us?”

Baxter shook his head groggily and leaned up, looking around Sickbay. “I’ve been here before.”

“Yes, like a few hours ago, sir.”

“Where’s Kimmel?”

“I released her.”

“And you didn’t tell me!” Baxter swung his legs over the edge of the biobed.

“You were unconscious at the time. You fell down the warp core, remember?”

“Again?”

Holly nodded. “Yes. Lucky for you, Ensign Tucker was there to break your fall. Not so lucky for Ensign Tucker, of course…”

“Oh,” Baxter said, and grabbed Holly’s shoulder as he nearly pitched forward dizzily. “Wow, I’m still, uh…”

“It’s synthehol, sir. You can be sober. All you have to do is…” She rolled her eyes. “Think.”

“Think,” Baxter said. “Yes.” And he walked out of Sickbay.

“Gods help us all,” Holly muttered, and went back to her office.



Commander Richards lay awake in his bed, staring up at the ceiling. His quarters felt a little unfamiliar, after spending quite a bit of time living in Janice Browning’s cabin.

The quiet was deafening. No sounds of Plato disolocating his shoulder absently in his sleep. None of Browning’s somnombilistic lip- smacking.

Just his quiet quarters.

BLEEEEEEEEEEEEP!

He shot up. “What?”

The door opened, and Dr. Browning stepped in, still wearing her wedding dress. “Wanna talk?”

“Now?” Richards asked, rubbing his eyes. “Computer: Lights up to full.” He squinted as the lights went all the way up. “Lights up to half. Half!”

“You okay?”

“Just…trying to sleep. Unsuccessfully.”

Browning looked down. “Sorry about that.”

“No, not because of you. Well, partially because of you, but partially because Vansen just showed up and threatened to shut down the whole mission.”

“Whoa. Really?”

“Yeah, but then Captain Kimmel’s powers cropped up again briefly, and she threw the Outlander a few thousand lightyears away.”

“That was nice of her.”

“So, because the Outlander communicated with us…and, incidentally, fired phasers at us, we’re bigger targets than ever for the Orions. It won’t take long for them to use that to triangulate our exact position.”

“In which time we’ll be long gone.”

“They’ll be able to figure out our course,” Richards said, standing up and stretching. “It’s not that hard. And they have four ships, so they’ll be able to look a lot more quickly than we could.”

“But you’re forgetting the unerring human ability to get out of trouble.”

“No. I remember the unerring human ability to get out of trouble. We’re still screwed.”

“Speaking of us…”

Richards turned away. “Can we not right now?”

“Gotta do it sometime.”

“Yeah, but could you do it in the lull between mega-disasters?”

“Oh, you pessimistic boy,” Browning said, stepping up behind Richards. “You just have to have faith that everything will turn out okay.”

“Between us, or with the Universe?”

“Both,” Browning said. “And, for what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

“About the wedding, not the Universe thing, right?”

Browning nodded. “Yeah. It was stupid. I never should have let Andy talk me into that wedding.”

Richards shrugged. “I warmed up to the idea.”

“And I got scared senseless,” Browning said, and this time she turned away. “You see, I think the idea of getting married appealed a lot more than the reality.”

“I have no idea what you mean,” Richards said. “Okay, that’s a blatant lie. I know exactly what you mean.”

“You were scared too,” Browning said. “And don’t deny it. I saw your foot tapping as Andy read the vows.”

“But you didn’t think marriage was worth a shot?” Richards asked.

“I think you’ll be an excellent husband, Christopher,” Browning said, turning and taking Richards’s hand. “But not for me. Not now, at any rate. And, for me, marriage can’t be a shot. It has to be a direct hit. And I have to know it’s right. And I wasn’t sure. I’m still not.”

Richards nodded dumbly. “So what now?”

Browning stuck out her hand. “Friends?”

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Richards said, staring at Browning’s hand.

“Well, it seems like it would be a little difficult to go back to having a relationship, knowing what we know now,” Browning said honestly.

Richards nodded. “Yeah.”

“So…you want to agree to be awkward around each other for a while, then become great friends again?”

Richards thought about it. “I think I can do that.”

“Deal.” Browning put her hand out again, and this time Richards shook it.

“Deal.”



“Ow.”

Peterman woke up as Baxter stumbled into bed.

“I banged my arm on the dresser,” he said, flopping against Peterman, still in uniform.

“What time is it?” Peterman asked groggily.

“Way too late to be awake,” Baxter said, and rolled away from Peterman.

“Did you do that thing where the captain tours the ship before a big battle?”

“Yeah, and I fell down the warp core.”

“Not again.”

“This time it sorta snuck up on me.”

“There is a railing around it, you know.”

“Yeah,” Baxter mumbled, and fell asleep.

“We really are screwed, aren’t we?” Peterman asked nobody in particular, then rolled up against Baxter, hoping it wouldn’t take long to fall asleep.



“And when in holy hell did that happen?” Captain Baxter asked, sipping coffee gingerly as he stared at the viewscreen. Steffie, meanwhile, sat in the command chair, punching buttons on the armrests, her legs barely dangling over the edge of the seat.

“During the night,” J’hana said, looking up from her console at the readout on the viewscreen. “Apparently Ensign Dunmore thought the erratic ship movement was a fly on the viewscreen.”

“Fantastic,” Baxter said, and turned to Richards, who wasn’t looking so great himself. “So two of the four Orion ships have cut us off in the middle of the night.” Richards said nothing, just looked blank.

“Two ahead, and two behind, yes,” Tilleran said, leaning against her panel.

“Thoughts?” Baxter asked Richards.

He put his head in his hands. “My relationship is over.”

“About THIS!” Baxter said, pointing at the viewscreen with his cup of coffee, a Red Alert, one of the formulas Captain Conway had left behind. It came with a stern warning from the Federation Surgeon General.

“Oh,” Richards said. “They’ve got us surrounded. I’d say they’ll be in weapons range in a few hours.”

“Two point five,” J’hana said.

“Yellow Alert,” Baxter said. “J’hana, ready weapons. Coordinate with engineering on power allocation. And have Mister Keefler outfit every active officer with a sidearm.” He tapped his combadge. “Baxter to Peterman. I need you to move everyone that isn’t manning a weapons or engineering station to the cargo bays. J’hana will fortify them with forcefields. I want everybody to stay put there until this thing blows over.”

“I haven’t even had my coffee yet,” Peterman pouted over the channel.

“Get it in a to-go cup. And go! I’ll send Steffie along shortly.”

“Right, right.”

Baxter looked around the bridge. “The rest of you, I’m counting on each and every one of you to give your best. This ship is very quickly going to be embroiled in very nasty conflict. If we have any hope of getting out, I’ll need you all to behave like top of the line Starfleet officers. It’s not a matter of whether or not we can do it. It’s just a matter of whether or not we will. We’re not incompetent. We’re eccentric. Now let’s prove it, as if someone important’s watching. End of speech. Move!”



<Dear Baxter. Someone important IS watching,> the giant hand said from its perch just outside the Universe. <Don’t you see? Your Universe is ripe for the taking. All I need to do is flex. And I’m feeling about ready to do some serious flexing. Then we’ll see who has the upper hand!> The hand thought about that a moment. <Okay, okay. That was horrible. I admit it.>



“So that’s the Picard Maneuver,” Baxter said. “Cool!” He flipped through the information on the desktop terminal in his ready room, wondering idly if he’d read this particular passage before as he bounced Steffie on his knee.

“Red alert! Red alert! Boom-boom!” Steffie called out.

“Almost, honey, not quite,” Baxter said. “But sound tactical strategy. You’ll make quite the Starfleet officer someday…if Mommy doesn’t threaten me with bodily harm for suggesting it.”

Just then, the door to the ready room bleeped.

“Come,” Baxter said, shifting Steffie to his other knee.

Chaka’kan stepped into the room, hands draped behind his back, followed by Plato, who also had his hands draped behind his back.

“Captain,” Chaka said. “I am here to discharge my duty and take Stephanie to the cargo bay.”

“Good,” Baxter said, lifting Steffie to the ground and walking up to Chaka. “Here she is.” He glanced down at Steffie. “Be a good girl and do just what Uncle Chaka and Uncle Plato say.”

“Hey,” Plato said, averting his eyes from Baxter.

“Hey, man,” Baxter said, trying his best to sound cool. How did young people talk these days? It all confused Baxter very much, because just last year he was playing cascarat with the boy. Now he barely looked at him.

“Uncle Plato!” Steffie cried gleefully, leaping up into Plato’s arms.

Plato hugged her a little awkwardly. “Uh, yeah. Hey there, kid.”

“We go boom-boom!”

“Probably so,” Plato said, glancing at Baxter as he turned for the door. “Good luck and stuff, Andy.”

Baxter watched Plato walk out with Steffie as Chaka remained, observing Baxter with a calculating gaze.

“Sir?” he asked.

“I’m not sure if I’d prefer he called me ‘Captain,’ or ‘uncle.’ But ‘Andy’ definitely didn’t sound right.”

“The boy is going through many changes, sir. Adolescence is difficult to understand. For me, adolescence was two or three weeks of absolute chaos.”

“Must’ve been rough,” Baxter muttered.

“I was incompetent. Until I realized my calling was not the call of battle, but the call of babysitting.”

“And you’ve done your job well, Chaka. You’re very important to me and my family, you know.”

Chaka nodded. “Babysitting is life.”

Baxter stood up, circled around to the Jem’Hadar, putting his hands on the bigger man’s shoulders. “Yes, yes it is. But I’m going to ask for a lot more from you than babysitting.”

“Macrame? Chess?”

Baxter shook his head. “No. You realize we’re going into a pretty big fight, right, Chaka?”

Chaka’kan nodded. “According to Lieutenant J’hana, we are going to have our zhargaz handed to us on a plate.”

“That’s the spirit, J’hana,” Baxter muttered to himself. “Well, that’s not the point. The point is, security is going to be spread pretty thin. Should we get boarded, the cargo bays are going to be protected by forcefields. But I don’t know how many people we’ll be able to send down there…”

“That presents a tactical problem.”

“Exactly!” Baxter snapped his fingers. “A tactical problem that you can help with.”

“I don’t follow.”

“I need you to be bad, Chaka. Scratch that, I need you to be an absolute terror.”

“Sir?”

Baxter turned around, then turned back to face Chaka. “I need you to be a member of the speices that struck fear into the Alpha Quadrant. I need you to be a fearsome warrior. A bloodthirsty savage who believes in only one thing…that victory is life.”

“I’d love to accomodate you, Captain, but as you’re well aware, I was bred without battle instincts. I do not have the fighting capabilities of the standard Jem’Hadar. I do, however, make a terrific omelette.”

Baxter considered that, then pushed aside the fact that he was kind of feeling hungry. “That’s all well and good. But right now what we need most…what I need most… is someone to protect my family. Kelly, Steffie…Janice and Plato, too. I need someone down there I can trust to protect them.”

“I don’t believe I’m the person for that job,” Chaka’kan said.

“You’ve got to be,” Baxter said, slapping Chaka on the shoulder and pointing him out of the room. “Don’t worry. I was never supposed to be a captain, and look where I am now!”

“That is precisely why I am concerned, Captain,” Chaka said, stepping out of the ready room and leading Plato and Steffie into the aft turbolift. “Still, I won’t let you down.”

“Good man,” Baxter said, taking a deep breath. He turned to face J’hana. “So…what’s a zhargaz, Lieutenant?”

The Andorian sneered. “You don’t want to know.”



Aboard the Orion Frigate Salazar, Boss Potsran steepled his fingers and stared at the viewscreen. “Time to intercept?”

“Less than three hours,” Viilso, his most trusted lieutenant, said, hunched over his panel, his lip curled into its usual gangsterlike sneer.

“Everyone in position?”

“They’re ready. They just wait for your word.”

“And the Predator-in-Chief?”

“Sharpening his teeth as we speak.”

Potsran sighed. “Does everything have to be so…over the top with him?”

“He is Gorn, sir. They don’t do anything small.”

Potsran nodded. “I guess all green people can’t be as smooth as us, eh?”

“Guess not, Boss.”



“Double-check those injectors. I don’t want them freezing up if we have to go to warp at a moment’s notice!” Lt. Commander Hartley ordered, pointing to Ensigns Stuart and Reyes, who were working up on the catwalk around the warp core. She turned to a passing crewman. “Lockhart, secure the shield generators surrounding the core. I don’t want any surprises there.”

“Surprise!” a voice called from behind Hartley, and her heart nearly jumped in her throat.

She spun angrily. “And just who…!” Her face softened. “Mirk…”

Mirk stood, platter in hand. “You haven’t eaten yet today.”

“I’m not hungry.”

Mirk removed the top of the platter. “I brought steamed khaliflat root in chocolate sauce!”

“Oooh!” Hartley grinned, grabbing one of the roots off the platter and tossing it in her mouth, chewing thoughtfully. “Is that really why you came down here? To feed me?”

He touched her arm, then placed the cover back on the tray and set it down on the master systems console. “Of course not. And you know it.”

“You’re worried about me.”

“I’m worried about the Universe,” Mirk said, and stepped closer to Hartley. “But I’m worried about you in particular.”

“That’s sweet, Mirk. But you know I can’t have you underfoot distracting me while the ship’s coming apart at the seams.”

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to be underfoot. I’m going to be in your office, taking a nice nap, just in case you might need me.”

“You’re crazy,” Hartley said. “You know I’ve never needed anyone looking out for me.”

“Who said I was looking out for you?” Mirk said, stepping toward Hartley’s office. “Maybe I’m hoping you’ll look out for me.”

Hartley reached out, touched his hand, then leaned forward and kissed him softly. “I think I can manage that, in between coolant leaks.” Then she whirled, grabbing a phase wrench off the nearby table and hurling it. “Maginty! Stop chatting and go prime the phaser relays NOW!”

Mirk grinned at her as he stepped into the office. “Keep up the good work, sweetie!”



“I hate all this waiting,” Baxter said, pacing the bridge as his staff moved about, checking weapons and shield configurations, conferring on weapons dispersal and crew allocation. The bridge was unusually abuzz with activity, but none of it made Baxter feel any better about what was to come.

“She was kinda perfect, wasn’t she,” Richards said distantly as he sat in his chair by the center seat.

“It’s over, Chris,” Baxter said. “Get past it and focus on the now. You know, the Universe ending and such? That’s what’ll happen if the Orions capture Anna.”

“Oh, you’re just enjoying the heck out of this, aren’t you?” Richards mumbled as Baxter sat down next to him.

“On the contrary. I was hoping you two would get married and be happy. Recall that it was my idea to set up the surprise wedding.”

Richards put his hand on Baxter’s. “That’s right. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t take this out on you.”

“Are you drugged?”

“Just…out of sorts, Captain.”

“Well get back in sorts. We need you, Chris.”

Richards’s face spread into a smile. “You mean that?”

“Damned right I do,” Baxter said, and pulled his hand away. “But please, stop with the…weird touching.”

“I’m sorry, Andy,” Richards said. “I’m just feeling…”

“Yes. Out of sorts. I know.” Baxter pushed out of his chair. “Tilleran, you have a bead on the Orions?”

“They’re jamming our longrange sensors, so I’m only getting intermediate contact. They’re gaining though. The first ship will be within weapons range in under an hour.”

Baxter looked back at J’hana. “Weapons status?”

“Hot and spicy, just like you like them, sir.”

“Be ready to lay down more pain than you ever have, J’hana,” Baxter said. “As for you, Tilleran….get down to the science lab and see how Doctor Drake is doing with Anna. We haven’t heard from them in a while. Maybe if we have something definitive to show the Orions, they’ll finally leave us alone and give up this stupid chase.”

Tilleran nodded and stepped out from behind her console. “On my way, Captain.”

“You need an escort?” J’hana asked as she walked by.

“No, I’ll be fine,” Tilleran said.

“We need you on the bridge, anyway,” Baxter said.

“I’m touched,” J’hana said.

Richards stared after Tilleran. “Does it seem like she’s been acting strange?”

Baxter harrumphed, then looked at Richards. “It would be weird if any of us weren’t acting strange.”



Counselor Peterman dragged her two pomeranians behind her, Fritz in her arms, as she made her way down to Cargo Bay Three. Chaka’kan was meeting her there with Plato and Steffie.

She nearly bumped into Admiral Baxter in the corridor.

“Counselor,” he nodded. “Getting to higher ground?”

“Lower decks, but same idea,” Peterman said. “You?”

“I’m needed on the bridge.”

“Oh, did Andy call you up there?” Peterman asked, thinking there must have been some new development.

“No,” Harlan said. “But I’m still needed up there. Nobody on this ship knows more about the Orions, or Anna Kimmel, than I do.”

“Doctor Drake might disagree.”

“She’s busy.”

“Are you…are you all right, Admiral?”

Harlan stuffed his cigar in his mouth. “Call m’dad.”

Peterman stared at him. “Take the damn cigar out, ‘Dad.’”

Harlan locked eyes with Peterman a moment, then took out the cigar and gave her a look that said “Yeah? Well?”

“You and Andy need to talk.”

“We do? About what?”

“What’s happening between you and Anna. Or what’s not happening.”

Harlan looked grim. “Anna will be kept safe at all costs.”

“But shouldn’t a father do more than that? Just keep his children safe?”

“She may be life or death for this Universe, but she’s not my child.”

Peterman cocked her head. “Isn’t she?”

“You’re wading way out of your depth, Counselor,” Harlan glowered, turning away.

“She needs you, Admiral!” Peterman called after Harlan. “And so does he, even if he doesn’t want to admit it.”

Harlan didn’t turn around.



“I’m still groggy,” Baxter said, rubbing his eyes as he stared at the viewscreen. “Anybody else groggy? Maybe the Orions poisoned our water supply.”

“If they poisoned anything, it’s the liquor supply,” J’hana muttered from tactical.

“Nicely put, J’hana,” Baxter said. “But kindly keep your little opinions to yourself.”

“Do you really want me to gut you?”

“How about you take that anger and redirect it, J’hana?” Richards asked, not turning around. “Be a useful part of this crew for once!”

“I object to that,” J’hana said, folding her arms.

“And I object to your insinuations that I got drunk last night,” Baxter said. “I had just a few drinks. And they’re synthehol.”

“Synthehol isn’t an exact science,” Richards said. “Believe me, I speak from experience. God my head hurts!”

“We’re in no shape to face an attack from two fronts,” Baxter mumbled, staring at his boots.

“Much less four,” Baxter said. “There are four Orion ships coming at us.”

“Thank you, Count Countula,” Richards mumbled.

“Inspiring retort!” Baxter shot back.

“Orions!” J’hana shouted.

Baxter turned around. “Eh?”

The Explorer shook.

“Incoming!” J’hana called out again, and her hands scrambled at her panel.

Baxter stared at the viewscreen, and the two Orion ships bearing down on it. “Oh, sh**!”



“Did I miss anything?” Dr. Browning said, stepping into Cargo Bay Three, as the fifty or so nonessential crewmembers left on the Explorer milled about the room, muttering amongst themselves.

Peterman cradled Steffie as Chaka’kan stood behind her, surveying the room as if identifying weaknesses in its structure. “Not really. Although we had a nice game of twister. Yeoman Briggs won. And now a few of the guys who were in the contest are all over in the corner, talking about something. Who knows what their problem is.”

“Any news on the Orions?”

Peterman shrugged. “Not a peep yet.”

Browning adjusted her uniform tunic. “It took a lot of time squirming out of that wedding dress. I think it was a few sizes to small.”

“Better to know that now than…well, when you have a real wedding.”

“Yeah,” Browning said, looking around. “So where’s Plato?”

“Oh. Him and Ensign Navies were going to check on the shield…” Peterman thought about that a moment. “Oh. Damn. C’mon and help me override the locks on the storage compartment!”

Browning grimaced. “We haven’t been attacked yet, and already we’re doomed.”

That’s when the ship shook from the first Orion volley.



“Return fire!” Baxter called out.

Admiral Baxter, Ashley Donovan, and Lieutenant Commander Tilleran stepped onto the bridge from opposite ends, converging on Baxter and Richards in their seats.

“Report!” Harlan barked.

“You should have informed us as soon as the Orions approached!” Ashley growled, hurrying up to the auxiliary engineering station.

“They approached just now!”

“They must have been doing something to fool our sensors,” Tilleran said, looking over her console. “They found a way to make us think they were farther away from us than they were.”

“There’s two of them on the viewscreen,” Baxter said. “Where are the other two?”

“Approaching fast from behind,” J’hana said.

“Show them all our flanks. Don’t let them surround us!” Richards said.

“Red Alert. All hands to battle stations!” Baxter called out.

“Richards to Peterman. Once everyone’s accounted for in the bay, shut the door and lock it. We’re reinforcing internal forcefields in that area, so make sure everybody’s in.”

Baxter looked around the bridge as it shook again. “Where the hell is Kimmel?”

“She’s still with Doctor Drake,” Tilleran said. “So she’s safe.”

“Put a security squad in front of that lab,” Baxter said. “And double the shields around it.”

“What about the other two Orion ships?” J’hana asked. “You know, the ones that are coming into firing range like…now?”

“Fire tri-cobalts!”

“At which one?”

“One of the first two! Destroy one of those ships!”

“Oh, all right. And here I was trying to prolong the battle,” J’hana muttered, and tapped at her controls, sending two blue tri-cobalt devices twinkling out at one of the Orion ships. They hit, and the ship exploded in a brilliant fireworks show.

“YES!” Baxter shouted, clenching his fist. “Now do that again, to the other one!”

“Love to,” J’hana said. “But those were our last two tri-cobalts.”

“I knew we shouldn’t have tried to dig a hole in that planetoid last month,” Baxter mused, as the Explroer rattled again.

“Anyone trying to contact us?” Richards asked.

J’hana shook her head, tapping at controls. Then she slammed her hands on her panel, hissing an Andorian curse. “In fact, communications are completely jammed!”

“They know what they want. We know what they want. No need to negotiate,” Baxter said.

“They could have at least taunted us first!” Richards said defensively.

“I’ll remember to bring that up with them when I’m back in their brig,” Baxter muttered.

“The two other ships are closing from behind,” Lt. Madera said, looking up from the helm. “Weapons range in four minutes.”

“Evasive!” Richards called.

Baxter stepped up to the ops console, putting a hand on Lt. Sefelt’s shoulder. “Lieutenant, I know this is a trying time, but I need you to…” That’s when he realized the ops chief was out cold. He glanced around. “Did anyone notice Howie pass out?”

Madera shrugged. “Don’t look at me. I’ve been busy piloting!”

“He must’ve gotten overstimulated,” Richards said. “Poor guy.”

“I knew we should’ve transferred him to waste extraction for this mission,” Baxter said, pointing to the female ensign at the environmental station. “Ridley, take ops. Make sure Cargo Bay Three is secure and make sure power dispersal to all shield generators is even.”

“The lead Orion ship is coming around for another pass,” J’hana called out. “Hold on!”

Baxter stumbled back as the Explorer shook. “Return fire! All weapons!”

“More incoming!” Tilleran called out, and the ship rattled again, this time sending Baxter lurching back into his chair, as Harlan stumbled against him, grabbing his shoulder.

“We need to leave!” Harlan called. “Now!”

Baxter nodded. “Tell me something I don’t know. Escape course, Madera. Warp Nine!”

The Explorer pivoted, just as it was blindsided by torpedoes from one of the other two approaching Orion ships.

Panels exploded along the back of the bridge, sending sparks and a shower of delinium circuitry flying. Baxter watched the stars in the viewscreen shrink from streaks to dots, and a wave of vertigo pass over him as the Explorer slowed down quicker than inertial dampers could account for.

“Bridge, this is Hartley! Engines just took a big hit!”

Baxter looked at Richards, who turned to Madera. “Best speed, Lieutenant. Try to put all three ships behind us!”

“The lead ship is trying to outflank us!” Madera replied as she leaned hard against her panel, pulling the Explorer into a tight turn.

“Additional power to port engines. Push that turn as hard as you can, Lieutenant!” Baxter called out. “Hartley, how bad is it?”

“I can give you warp six in ten minutes, but I won’t be able to hold it long. That last volley knocked out a slew of relays in the starboard nacelle!”

“The other two ships are bearing down,” J’hana said. “Returning fire with fury, sir!”

“Blast them to hell, J’hana!” Baxter called out, holding on to his chair. He looked up at Harlan, who was gripping the railing around the command chairs next to him. “Dad, you want to sit down?”

Harlan glared at him. “Hell, no, boy.”

Ashley approached from the other side. “We’re getting whipped, Andy. You need to get us out of here.”

Baxter stood to face her, as the ship shook again. “Any bright ideas?”

She looked from Baxter to Harlan. “Put me and your father in command.”

Richards stepped up behind Baxter. “What?”

“Let’s be honest, Andy,” Ashley said. “You’re not cut out for this. You’ve had your share of firefights. You’ve even won them…amazingly. But the Orions are dirty. They’ll bite, they’ll claw. They’ll abuse you for all they’re worth until they get what they want. Your father and I know the Orions. We can stop them.”

Baxter glanced back at his father.

Harlan just nodded at Ashley. “Do it, boy.”

All eyes were on Baxter once again as the deck clanged beneath his feet.

“More heavy fire. Shields down to thirty percent!” Tilleran called out, as a rafter smashed to the floor in front of her.

“No way,” Baxter said, pushing past Ashley to the front of the bridge. “I won’t be second guessed. Not now, not anymore.” He turned around to face Ashley. “Who the hell do you think you are?”

“Your best chance of survival,” Ashley said.

“If that’s the case, then get up to weapons and help J’hana. But I’m not giving command of this ship to anyone else. Anna’s my responsibility, and so’s every life on this ship. And I’m damned well going to see it through” Baxter turned to face the viewscreen. “Divert power to port shields and focus firepower on the nearest Orion ship. All quantums and phaser banks. Now!”

“Big mistake, leaving our starboard shields vulnerable…” Ashley mumbled, as she walked up to join J’hana, just as the ship jolted again.

Richards walked up behind Baxter, steadying himself on Madera’s chair. “She’s right about one thing, Andy…we can’t hope to win at close-range combat with our shields weakened!”

“We’ll see about that. Madera, head us toward the portside Orion ship. Full impulse! J’hana, when we close to fifty thousand meters, fire a full spread of quantums!”

“They’ll just about blow up in our face!” Ashley said incredulously. “Lieutenant, you’ll do no such thing.”

J’hana glanced at Ashley a moment, cocking her head. “You’re sweating. I like it.”

“Don’t you dare fire those quantums!”

Baxter watched the viewscreen, not J’hana. Richards stood behind him, looking uncomfortable, shifting feet. “Steady, J’hana. Steady…”

The Orion ship veered, trying to get out of the way. Madera veered too.

“NOW!” Baxter cried out.

J’hana slammed the firing controls, and five twinkling blue orbs sped out of their launhers, right at the Orion ship.

“Z-axis ninety plus degrees, Madera!” Baxter called out. “Full impulse!”

The Explorer, just prior to slamming into the Orion ship, veered straight up, just as the quantums made contact, exploding on the vessel’s hull.

Baxter felt the deck fly out from under him as the Orion ship exploded violently, pitching the Explorer backward end-over-end.

For a moment, all was blackness.

Baxter rolled over, to find Richards helping him up, and Ashley mumbling from up on the quarterdeck.

“Damnedest thing I’ve ever seen,” she said.

“Damn,” Harlan said softly, having fallen into the command chair.

“Damage!” Baxter called out, not missing a beat.

“Shields are gone. But so is the other Orion ship. Just two more!” Tilleran reported.

“‘Just’?” J’hana mocked.

“Hartley to bridge. Somehow, someway, engines are back up. You can…”

“Madera! Warp six now!” Baxter called out, and Madera hit the control, just as a pair of torpedoes came blazing by the spot the Explorer once occupied.

“Orion vessels in pursuit!”

“Let them eat warp wake,” Baxter said. “At least for the moment, they can’t beam over.”

“Not while we’re at warp,” Richards said. “Unless they’re very clever.”

“Don’t put anything past them,” Baxter said. “At least this gives us time to…”

The Explorer shook hard again. This time, spinning out of warp dizzyingly.

Baxter clutched at ops, as Ensign Ridley tried to maintain power to vital systems.

“Hartley to bridge! Major damage to the port nacelle! Forget about warp drive!”

“Keep on it,” Richards ordered, stepping up next to Baxter. “So much for evasive action.”

“They’ve slowed us down to much,” Baxter said. “Full about, Madera. Time for another pass.”

“Orions approaching from two vectors!” J’hana called out. “Weapons hot! Our weapons meanwhile are distinctly not hot!”

“They’ll blow us to hell,” Harlan called out.

“No they won’t,” Baxter said, staring at the viewscreen. “They know what we have aboard. Who we have. They won’t risk it.”

“What now, Captain?” Ashley asked, leaning on J’hana’s station. “The Orions are coming at us fast, and we have no shields left, and weapons nearly exhausted. The only thing we can possibly do is surrender.”

“The hell you say,” Baxter said. “We’re going to defend this fucking ship.” He pulled out his phaser. “Sound the all-call. All hands, this is the Captain. Prepare to be boarded. I report, prepare to be boarded. If you can find a rock, hide under it!”

Tilleran gaped as she watched the Orion vessels on the viewscreen slow their approach. “Orion vessels coming to.”

Baxter and Richards exchanged a glance. “Tilleran, we need some false signals fast. Show our phaser banks depleted and no more quantums in the launchers.”

“Won’t be far from the truth,” J’hana said. “Phasers down to ten percent; six quantum torpedoes left.”

“That’s all we’ll need,” Baxter said.

“When they drop shields to beam aboard…” Harlan began, standing.

“We blow them out of space,” Baxter replied.

“Like father like son,” Richards said, shaking his head.

“Then whoever’s left,” Ashley said. “We make a fight of it.” She stood looking around the bridge for a few beats. “Am I right?”

“Damn right,” Baxter said.



Noyo Potsran stood and stared at the drifting Explorer on the viewscreen. “Confirm that scan?”

Viilso looked up from his console. “Confirmed. The Explorer’s weapons status is negligible. Engines badly damaged.”

“Did we just get an incredible run of luck, or is this a trap?” Potsran said, rubbing his chin.

“You’re the boss, sir,” Viilso said, then added, in a low breath. “Rmrurmm…trap.”

“What’s that?” Potsran asked, turning.

“Nothing, boss.”

“Call the transporter rooms. Have our teams in position to beam over immediately. We’ll use the transporters on all three ships. That should overwhelm whatever security forces they have in place.”

Viilso nodded. “I’m putting out the orders now.”

“Helm: Move us into position.” Potsran stepped forward as he watched the other Orion vessel close on the Explorer. “On my command, lower shields and begin transport from both ships.”

Viilso looked reluctant for a moment, then pressed a few controls.

Moments later, Potsran saw the torpedo tubes on the Explorer glow blue. He made a half-turn toward Viilso, but was too late.

Quantum torpedoes pounded into the Salazar, and Potsran’s last thought was that he should probably listen to his subordinates more.



“Intruder Alert!” the computer called out. “Unauthorized personnel are beaming aboard!”

“Fan out, people,” Baxter said, moving down the corridor phaser rifle at the ready, toward the one place he absolutely had to fortify, where he knew the Orions would be focusing their efforts.

“Are you sure you did it?” J’hana asked, glaring back at Tilleran as the group from the bridge, flanked by a number of other security officers, moved toward the Science Lab 2.

“Of course I’m sure,” Tilleran said.

“Because you forgot to do it the last time we were boarded.”

“I didn’t forget to!” Tilleran snapped back. “I just…was in a hurry.”

“Care to share, you two?” Baxter asked, slinging his phaser rifle back over his shoulder.

“Tilleran forgot to lock out the bridge command functions,” J’hana called back through the crowd in the corridor.

Ashley covered her face with a hand. Harlan growled.

“I did not!” Tilleran said. “I locked them just before I left the bridge.”

“You don’t sound certain.”

“Computer!” Tilleran said. “Verify all command functions are locked out.”

“All command functions are locked out,” the computer droned in response.

“See!” Tilleran snapped.

“Okay, glad we got that straightened out,” Richards said, shaking his head.

“Can I talk to you?” J’hana asked, taking Tilleran’s arm.

“Is it to berate me some more?” Tilleran asked as the pair fell behind the group.

“Yes,” J’hana said flatly. “I know you have a lot on your mind.”

“The computer verified it!”

“I’m not talking about that. I mean about us.”

“Oh,” Tilleran said.

“You forget. We’re Imzadi.” J’hana took her hand. “We are linked.”

“Well, to some extent, yes…”

“I know you want to end this.”

Tilleran whipped away, throwing her back against the wall. “No! This is no time to stab me! We’re about to be boarded and…”

J’hana chuckled dryly. “I’m not going to stab you, silly.”

“You’re…not?”

“No,” J’hana said. “But I did just find out a crucial piece of information. You do want to end our relationship.”

“I…well I thought you just said you knew?”

“I had suspicions. But now you’ve confirmed them. Worry not, I will not stand in your way.”

“This is a lot more complicated than you make it out,” Tilleran said. “Let’s wait till this crisis is over, then we’ll sort out everything.”

“We don’t need to do that. You are eager to find someone with whom you can start a family. And, apparently, injecting your DNA into my zhargaz is not enough.”

“It’s…it’s nice of you to offer your zhargaz, J’hana, but…”

“Do not try to soften the blow!” J’hana fairly shouted, causing the group down the corridor to stop and turn toward them. “And stop staring at us!” she yelled back at the other officers. “This is none of your concern!”

“J’hana, I….”

“Stop,” J’hana said, holding up a hand. “You’ve done me, and the whole ship, quite a favor. You’ve given me motivation. And I’m a dangerous woman when motivated.”

Tilleran watched J’hana walk off.

“I know,” Tilleran said softly.



“Status?” Baxter asked, quickly ducking into Science Lab Two.

Drake and Kimmel looked up at Baxter, as if caught in deep conversation. Kimmel was, as usual, sitting up on the examination table.

“We’re fine,” Dr. Drake said quickly. “Why?”

“You have been listening to my helpful updates, haven’t you?” Baxter asked, glancing around. “There are over a hundred Orions on this ship, looking for you two, and you don’t think that’s a problem?”

“We have faith in you,” Drake said.

“What about you?” Baxter asked, softening, and glancing at Kimmel. “You okay, Anna?”

Kimmel looked from Drake to Baxter, then nodded, glassy. “Yeah, yeah I’m okay.”

“You seem strange…” Baxter said.

“She’s fine,” Drake snapped. “Now defend this ship.”

“Right,” Baxter said. “Well, I’ll just be out here, shooting people, if you need anything,” Baxter said, and backed out of the room.

“Good riddance,” Drake said, turning to Kimmel as the doors closed. “I find him irksome.”

“He’s nice,” Kimmel said distantly.

“Yes, well, just forget about him for the moment,” Drake said, and patted Kimmel’s face. “While I get to work.” She glanced up at the ceiling. “Producers, Mighty Producers! In all your wisdom, I’ve come to you, a humble servant, calling on your magnificent power!”

“You’re talking funny,” Kimmel said, and leaned back on her examination table, arms behind her head.



“Multiple lifesigns approaching from either side,” Tilleran said, glancing down at her tricorder. “The Jefferies tubes are packed with ’em.”

“Turning off the turbolifts was a pretty good idea, Chris,” Baxter said, turning to Richards as he turned to one side, dropping to a knee and aiming with his phaser rifle.

Richards turned to the opposite side. “I’ve been known to have them from time to time.”

Madera dropped next to Richards. “Like it or not, guess we’re fighting side by side.”

“Yeah,” Richards said. “If we’d ever gotten married, this would have been awkward.”

Madera sighed. “Everything is awkward with you, Chris.”

“Can we please focus on the fighting!” Richards snapped.

“Here they come,” Tilleran said, bracing herself against the bulkhead as she tucked away her tricorder and grabbed her phaser. She glanced over at J’hana, who was standing in the front of the group. “Psst…J’hana! Don’t you want a weapon?” she called.

“I don’t need one,” J’hana said. “Although, if it’s all the same to you, Captain, I believe I should remove some of my restrictive garments.”

Baxter shuddered. “Whatever you think’s appropriate, Lieutenant!”

J’hana quickly whipped off her outer uniform tunic, and the turtleneck under it. She sunk to a three-point stance and bared her teeth, antennae twitching.

Then the door to the far Jefferies tube hatch, and the first Orions climbed out, big, green, and leather-clad, with very nasty looks on their faces.. “RARHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHZHHHHHHHHHHARRRR!” J’hana roared, and lept at them, a blue blur of fists and teeth.

In a way, Baxter felt sorry for the Orions.



“Anything yet?” Peterman asked, cradling Steffie behind a crate, as the nervous group in Cargo Bay Three milled about.

Browning stepped toward the door. “I’ll ask the security officer on watch.” She punched a few controls, keying the door open.

A massive, purple creature with a gaping mouth of sharp teeth whirled toward her, tentacles waving, slime dripping from its bumpy skin.

Browning smiled. “Hey, Lieutenant Unlathi. Any Orions coming yet?”

They didn’t reply, just slapped a control, causing the doors to swing back shut.

“Guess Unlathi didn’t like me poking my head out,” Browning said, then winced as she heard weapons fire blasting outside. “Although I’d say it’s a good bet the Orions just arrived.”

“In a way, I feel sorry for the Orions,” Peterman said, as the sounds of Unlathi’s angry roar overpowerd the weapons sounds.



“Force them back!” Baxter called out, slamming his phaser rifle into the gut of an oncoming Orion, then shooting another with it.

“Sure we shouldn’t invite them in?” Richards asked wryly, shooting an Orion who was draped on Madera’s back.

“There is a time and place for sarcasm!” Baxter shouted, firing in a wide arc as more Orions advanced on his location.

Ashley looked up from her tricorder. “More Orions are approaching from a hatch about twenty meters from here, in section K. Me, your father, and Ensigns Keefler and Sontag will head them off.”

“You mean you’re working with me rather than against me?” Baxter asked . “I’m touched.”

“Shut up and fight, boy,” Harlan growled, shoving his smouldering cigar in his mouth, hoisting his phaser rifle and charging off down the corridor, slamming two Orions out of his path.

“He’s having fun,” Richards observed.

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “Good for him.”

J’hana, meanwhile, had descended into the Jefferies tube, and all anyone could hear coming from the tube was terrified screams.

“Peterman to Baxter!

“Uh-huh!” Baxter said, ducking a leaping Orion and shoulder- checking another particularly big one. Was it him, or were all these guys built like Defiant-class starships?”

“Are you okay?”

Phaser fire from two advancing Orions seared past Baxter’s face. “Do they sound okay?” he panted, firing back.

“Steffie’s worried about you! Be careful!”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “Did you want anything? Or was this just a call of support?”

“Call of support,” Peterman said. “Kick their butts, Andy!”

“Love you too, baby, now stop interrupting me while I deal out fistfuls of justice!”

“Stop being corny, Andy! The Orions will see right through that stuff!”

“Thanks. Baxter out!” Baxter tapped his combadge to close the channel, then shrieked as two Orions dropped from the hatch above him, right on top of him.

Before he could squirm out, he felt the two attackers lifted off him, and turned to see J’hana hoisting one in each fist. They looked defiant, at first, then quickly fearful as J’hana slammed them both to the ground and dove on them, biting and scratching.

Baxter backpedaled away, shielding himself with his arm as J’hana made a bloody mess of the two Orions.

“What’s where problem?” Richards asked, kneeling as Baxter crawled toward him.

“You’ve got me, but I’m sure as hell glad she’s on our side,” Baxter said breathlessly, rising and bringing his phaser rifle to bear, blasting an oncoming Orion that had a blade aimed at Richards. “Watch your back, man!”

But Baxter didn’t have much time to gloat, as another Orion set upon him, and it was Richards’s turned to fire, blasting the Orion back.

“Tilleran,” Baxter called out, slogging through a tangle of unconcious Orions and Explorer security officers. “Any idea on how many of these we got left?”

“A lot,” Tilleran said, firing back at several Orions holed up inside the Jefferies hatch as she talked. “According to internal sensors, there are at least forty on this level, and another group of thirty or so closing on the cargo bays.”

“Just what I was afraid of,” Baxter said. “They’re trying to get to the crew.”

“Hostages,” Richards said.

“Not if I can help it,” Baxter said. “Can we divert any security down there?”

“The ones up here have all they can handle, I think,” Tilleran said, then pointed at the carnage going on down the corridor. “But you can always ask J’hana if you’d like.”

Baxter grimaced. “Ewwww…I think she’s too busy ripping out that guy’s spleen.” He cupped his hands to his face. “Careful, J’hana! Mind the carpet!”

“Fwark the carpet!” J’hana shouted, and charged another oncoming group of Orions.

“Sheesh,” Richards said, staring in awe. “We could have taken the day off and just sent J’hana after these guys.”

“And miss out on all this fun?” Baxter replied, turning around as more Orions emptied out of the Jefferies hatch, driving toward him.



Peterman and Browning watched the double doors that led into the cargo bay as they shook.

“What’s going on?” Plato asked, walking up next to them.

“Nothing, Plato,” Peterman said. “Everything is just fine. Why don’t you go back to playing ‘I spy’ with Chaka and Steffie?”

“Because one of them’s a Jem’Hadar, and the other isn’t even two years old yet,” Plato said. He glanced at the vibrating doors. “So are they trying to shoot through the forcefields?”

“That’s silly. Unlathi’s out there,” Browning said. “We’ll be fine.”

“Yes,” Peterman said, her eyes on the door. “Fine.”

“Sounds like they’re modulating their beam wavelengths,” Plato said, eliciting a surprised glance from Browning. He shrugged. “Fourth grade science class.”

“ROARRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR!” came the distinctive voice of Unlathi from outside in the corridor.

“And Unlathi is NOT happy about it!”

“I don’t think any of us are going to be happy about it very soon,” Peterman said.



Richards slid back against the bulkhead. “And that’s….the last of them….”

“On this deck,” Baxter said, glancing around at the fallen Orions and Explorer crew. “Baxter to Sickbay. Holly, take a security team and get up here. Scramble as many medical personnel as you can. You shouldn’t meet any resistance. The rest of the Orion boarders seem to be contained on the lower decks.”

“Understood. Wilcox out.”

“Have you seen my father?” Baxter asked. “Or Ashley Donovan?” He looked around. Everyone shook their heads.

He slapped his combadge. “Baxter to Baxter.”

“Yeah, boy, whaddaya want?”

“I want to know where you are?”

“I’m shot! That’s where I am!”

“Ashley?” Baxter asked urgently.

“He’s fine. It’s just a leg wound.”

“Baxter to Wilcox. Get to my father, first, Holly. He’s on Deck Nine, section J.” He slapped his combadge again to close the channel. “Hold tight, Dad.” Baxter glanced at Tilleran. “Commander, you, Keefler, Sontag, and Belmont stay up here and guard the lab in case any of the Orions double back. I’m taking the others with me down to secure the cargo bay.”

“Any other orders?”

“Don’t let anyone get to Kimmel,” Baxter said. “Those are the only orders that matter.”

Tilleran nodded.



“Is it just me or did everyone get quiet out there?” Peterman asked, scratching her head.

Browning walked up to the cargo bay door, leaned against it. “Sounds like something’s being attached to the wall.” She backed up, then turned around and raced back toward Peterman. “And I’m guessing it’s not an ornamental picture frame!”

“Everyone, behind the cargo crates!” Peterman ordered, gesturing the eighty or so crewmembers who occupied Cargo Bay Three to move back.

Plato glanced up from behind one of the containers, huddled with Steffie as Browning and Peterman stood near them. Suddenly, the cargo bay doors exploded inward, and a column of Orions poured in from the corridor outside.

“Chaka! Grab Steffie and Plato and run!” Peterman called out, then looked around. “Chaka?”

Browning glanced about, as the Orions advanced. “W-where’d he go?”

“He freaked out!” Plato said. “He freaked out and left us!”

One of the Orions, the head of this particular group, Peterman guessed, stepped forward, his weapon trained on Peterman and the others. “Let’s not make this any more messy than it has been. We’ve incapacitated your Velvattian and the other security people outside. You all aren’t well armed, and if I’m guessing correctly, you don’t represent the most tactically well-trained of the ship’s population. Stand down, surrender, and this will all soon be over.”

“I…” Peterman began, but was cut off as the space in front of the Orion rippled.

A black shape coalesced, the dark tunic of the Explorer’s resident Jem’Hadar.

“The Dominion!” the Orion gaped, stepping back. “I didn’t know they were here!”

“We’re everywhere!” Chaka hissed, and spin-kicked the surprised Orion. Then he disappeared again, and moments later reappeared, in the midst of the Orion troop formation. One, after another, went flying, upturned, knocked back, knocked out. He bit, slashed, pulled, shot, slammed, and kicked, making mincemeat of the Orion group in minutes.

Finally, he stood in the midst of it all, looking around at the fallen Orions and folding his arms. “Victory IS life,” he said.

Peterman stepped forward. “Chaka…you….”

“He did well,” a voice said from the doors to the bay. “But, unfortunately, all that’s over.”

Chaka whirled, and stood face to face with a fat, well-dressed Orion, who held a slim, curved phaser, aimed right at him. “Noyo Potsran. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

Peterman stepped forward, hand reaching for her own phaser.

“Bad idea!” Potsran said, and glanced to the side, where another stocky, but smaller, Orion stood, with yet another phaser aimed right at Peterman and Browning. “Make a move, and Viilso here will cut you down. That’d be such a shame, too.”

“What do you want?” Browning asked.

“Your pasta primavera recipe. I hear it’s quite good,” Potsran said. “Something you excel at moreso than medicine.”

Plato stepped protectively in front of Browning, Steffie behind him, gripping his hand tight. “You shut up about my mother!”

“Feisty fellow. Half-changeling, am I right?” Potsran asked, stepping forward, his weapon still trained on Chaka. “That explains somewhat why you have this sturdy fellow guarding him.”

“I guard them all. And you shall not harm them,” Chaka said, boring his eyes into Potsran’s.

“I don’t want to harm them. I really don’t. But what I do is largely dependent on all of you.”

“And Captain Baxter,” Peterman said confidently. “He’ll have a say in this, I’d imagine.”

“Yes, but he’ll be dead. That’s the price of enlisting Mister Harth’s help, I’m afraid. I imagine Harth is tracking him down as we speak.”

Before Peterman could reply, Potsran continued. “So let’s not leave little Stephanie without both parents, shall we? I understand she has a birthday coming up, and I’d so hate for her to blow out her two candles alone.”

“You want Kimmel,” Peterman said.

“Thank you for getting to the point,” Potsran said. “Delivered to me. Immediately. And then we’ll take what we need from your ship to repair my remaining vessel, since my flagship was destroyed and I just narrowly escaped. You can thank your captain for that.”

“Sorry,” Browning said unenthusiastically.

“We have people guarding Kimmel. They won’t let you in,” Peterman said.

“They will if they know I’ve got the Captain’s wife, the Captain’s daughter…and the woman he kissed last year,” Postran said, turning to Browning. “Was it good for you?”

Browning gritted her teeth. “How do you know so much about us?”

“The Orion Syndicate knows just about everything. Like any good business, we gather all the available information before we make a transaction.”

“Then that’s all this is to you?” Peterman asked. “A transaction?”

“Little more than that. You have something we want. Now we get it, or you die. Simple, eh?”

“Except for the you getting it part, yes,” Peterman said, determined not to show the Orion the slightest sign of weakness.”

“You have four minutes to make a decision, or we start shooting people,” Potsran said. “Then we’ll go up there and get Kimmel the hard way. But I was so hoping to make this easy.”

“Any ideas?” Browning whispered next to Peterman.

“Not a freaking one,” Peterman said softly.



“How is he?” Baxter asked, as Ashley Donovan picked up step next to him.

“Your father?” she asked with a smile. “He’s in great shape. He’ll outlive us all.”

“Good,” Baxter said. “Just wondering. Not as if I was worried.”

“Sure,” Ashley said, glancing back at Richards, Madera, and the squad of five security officers trailing them. “This is all you brought down to defend the cargo bays?”

“No,” Baxter said. “J’hana will meet us there.”

“Oh, then that’s different,” Ashley said, genuinely relieved. “You sure you’re comfortable with who you’ve got guarding Kimmel?”

“We can’t be in two places at once, even when what we’re trying to protect is,” Baxter said. “My people know what they’re doing.”

“Guess everything I’ve heard about you has been blown out of proportion, then,” Ashley said with a chuckle.

“It really hasn’t,” Richards said.

“Shh!” Baxter said, nearing a bend in the corridor. He held up a hand. “I heard something.”

“Probably the cargo bay being broken into and Janice and Kelly being throttled by Orions,” Richards whispered hoarsely.

Baxter drew a finger to his lips. “Shh!”

Just then, a scaly green hand reached around the corner and grabbed Baxter by the throat, hoisting him mid-air.

“Captain!” Harth, in all his largeness, said, licking his glistening teeth. “Fancy seeing you here!”

“Urk!” Baxter called out, as his group raised their weapons.

“Let him go,” Ashley said calmly, taking aim.

“But killing him would be SOOOOOOO much more fun,” Harth said, staring into Baxter’s eyes. “Especially since he’s been such trouble for me. Crippling my ship, getting my status with the Confederacy stripped. Being there, when YOU nearly killed me.”

Richards glared at Ashley.

“He seemed dead at the time!” she snapped.

“Our people are resilient,” Harth said. “It takes more than being run through once with a blade to kill us.”

“Then how about twice!” a voice called from behind Harth. Then his eyes bugged, and he glanced down to see the tip of a bat’leth sticking out of his chest. He dropped Baxter to the deck, and turned, slashing angrily at his attacker.

“J’hana,” Baxter said, leaping back to his feat.

“Another woman to protect you,” Harth growled, advancing on J’hana. “How nice. And an Andorian at that!”

“You Gorn, you’re all talk and bluster,” J’hana said, rearing up, gripping a pair of blades, one mounted at each thigh, and cocking back with them.

“Let’s find out….” the Gorn said, and leapt at J’hana.

He disintegrated before he reached her.

“Let’s not,” Baxter said.

J’hana coughed at the fine, green powder that filled the air, all that was left of Harth. She blinked her eyes as she stared at Baxter, shaking, holding his phaser rifle. “Nice shot, Captain. But did you really have to deprive me of a kill?”

“That particular one, yes,” Baxter said flatly. “Let’s keep moving.”



“Potsran to Beta Team,” the Syndicate Boss said, not taking his eyes of Peterman. “Are you in position, Troyan?”

“We’re moving in sir.”

“Good,” Potsran said.. “Let me know as soon as you’ve secured Kimmel.” He narrowed his eyes at Peterman. “Ready to give in, yet? Order your people guarding Kimmel to stand down, and we can end this like civilized people. Wouldn’t that be better all around?”

“Not if it means that you take Captain Kimmel,” Peterman said.

“Don’t you see that you don’t have a choice?”

Peterman set her jaw, ignoring the feel of Steffie tugging on her hand.

“Mommy?”

“Stay behind me, sweetie,” Peterman said in a low voice.

Potsran waited a few beats, then sighed. “I can see I’m going to have to make an example of someone. Viilso, take the Doctor.”

Viilso stepped forward, grabbed at Browning’s wrist, and jerked her toward him.

“Don’t you touch my mother!”

And that’s when Plato’s hands snaked out on lengthening arms, so quick Peterman at first didn’t know what was happening.

The right hand grabbed Viilso and tossed him to the deck as if he weighted nothing. His weapon clattered to the deck, about a meter away from him.

The left hand grabbed Potsran’s weapon and twisted it out of his hand, then tossed it to Chaka, who quickly leveled it at him.

Then Plato pulled his arms back to their normal length, but not without first grabbing Browning and pulling her close to him.

She turned, grabbing him in a hug. “Plato!”

The boy shrugged. “It was nothin.’”

“No,” Potsran said, glaring at Chaka. “It really wasn’t.” The few Orions behind him made a move as if to attack, but he waved them back. “Don’t move. Don’t give this Jem’Hadar scum any excuse to blow me away.”

“I may do it anyway,” Chaka said, and glanced over at the other Orions. “If it’s all the same to the rest of you….”

Before they could answer, they were summarily blasted by phaser beams.

Baxter, Richards, J’hana, Madera, and Ashley Donovan ran up, followed by several security officers.

Baxter looked around, quickly taking in the situation. “You guys okay?”

Browning squeezed an uncomfortable looking Plato. “Yeah, we are now,” she said, ruffling his hair. “Thanks to my boy.”

“And to Chaka,” Peterman said, stepping toward Baxter and throwing her arms around him. “All in all, I’d say we did a pretty damn fine job.”

Baxter glanced at Potsran, who was still staring down the barrel of Chaka’s pilfered weapon. “Yeah, guess so.”

Ashley shook her head. “I don’t know how, but you guys just saved this whole operation.”

“We helped some,” Richards said, leaning, exhausted, on a cargo container.

“Yes, you’re all just so proud of yourselves,” Potsran deadpanned. “I suppose you’ll want to gloat now?”

“Yes,” Baxter said. “I do believe we’ll gloat.”

Just then, Potsran’s communicator bleeped.

“Potsran, this is Troyan. We’ve immobilized the Betazoid and the other security officers.”

J’hana’s eyes went wide.

“We’ve got a man working on the door. It’s opening! We’re moving in!”

Baxter pointed at J’hana. “J’hana. Move. Take people with you. Now! Troyan, whoever you are, this is Captain Baxter. I have your boss hostage and I’m going to blow him into next week if you so much as touch Captain Kimmel. You hear me?”

“What’s…” Troyan began, and then there was a loud clatter of smashing equipment, and the channel buzzed, then went dead.

“What the hell’s going on?” Peterman asked Baxter.

“Hell…” a voice said, as Doctor Maura Drake appeared with a flash next to Baxter, encased in a white glow, and smiling. “…is not a word you should use when you’re talking about a god.”



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



NEXT:



The Explorer is safe, for about a split second, when someone goes and turns godlike, threatening the entire Universe with a rip in space- time. What does a rip in space-time look like? And what does it mean for the Explorer crew? And is caulking compound involved? Let’s hope so!




Powers that Be, Part Two



EARLIER. . .



“Shields still fluctuating!”

Lt. Commander Megan Hartley glanced up from the flickering Master Systems Display in Engineering, blowing hair out of her face. “What? We just reestablished them!”

“And they’re falling again,” Ensign Ryan Stuart called out from the upper-level shield junction near the warp core. “I’ve got three people on it now, but it’ll be at least half an hour before we can get the fluctuation under control.”

Hartley clenched her fists. “Well keep on it. Once we put down the Orions that beamed over, we’re going to want to stop that ship out there from blowing us to crap, and we’ll need shields for that.”

“We’ll need weapons too,” Stuart said as he worked.

“Tell me something I don’t know,” Hartley said. “One thing at a time.”

“Can I help with anything?” a voice asked, as Hartley felt a pair of hands on her shoulders.

“Oooh…Ensign Stuart?” Hartley asked with a grin.

“No. Your other lover,” Mirk said. “Can I help?”

“I thought I told you to stay in my office.”

“I got bored.”

“What? With the ship shaking to and fro, or with the constant screaming red alert sirens?”

“A little of both,” Mirk said, glancing around at the crewmen that ran left and right, patching one failing mechanism after another. “You know, I did run my own cargo ship a long time ago. I know some basic engineering.”

“We’re way past basic,” Hartley said, tapping at the console as she glanced sidelong at Mirk. “But it’s sweet of you to offer. You really need to be out of the way, though.”

Mirk’s grin faded. “What about the Orions? They anywhere near here?”

“They seem to be confined to the upper decks for now,” Hartley said. “Although the contingent heading toward the cargo bay will pass within a couple decks of here.”

“Do we have forcefields up?” Mirk asked.

“For what good they’ll do. Most of the forcefield power is focused on the cargo bays, where the rest of the crew’s holed up.” Hartley narrowed her eyes at Mirk. “Which is where you should be.”

“And miss you barking orders at your staff?”

“I am quite good at that, aren’t I?”

“Commander! We’ve just sprung a coolant leak!” Stuart called out.

“Again?” Hartley asked. “I’m coming!” And she ran over to the warp core as steam erupted from a blown coolant hose.

Mirk looked around, feeling useless, as Hartley tackled the newest crisis. As Hartley yelled at the other engineers, Mirk glanced down at the internal sensors. The blips that represented the Orion intruders were moving toward the cargo bays, just a couple decks up from engineering.

Then he saw some blips heading across one of the Jefferies junctions.

“Megan…” Mirk called out.

“I’m a little busy, sweetie!” Hartley called out, wedged in a coolant access chamber off the main core.

“I think we’ve got…” Mirk’s eyes went wide as a nearby access door popped open, and four huskily built Orions, green and angry looking, slid out, weapons at the ready.

“Divert to conduit three!” Hartley called out. “Cut off the pressure or you’ll blow the whole system!”

“Megan!” Mirk called out, as the Orions advanced on him. “Orions!”

“Is this all you’ve got protecting your engines?” one of the Orions snarled, stepping close to Mirk. “You’re kidding me.”

“Nope,” Mirk said, shrugging. “I’m it for now.”

“Out of my way,” the thick Orion bellowed, swiping at Mirk. But he never touched him. Somehow, impossibly, Mirk was now standing two meters away, his hands out, eyes burning.

“The bar’s closed, fellas,” Mirk said. “You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here.” He waved a hand at the trio of Orions, and they slammed back against the opposite wall.

Hartley ducked out of the access hatch. “Mirk?”

“Keep working, honey,” Mirk said, a little suprised at how easily his powers had come back to him. “I’ll hold these guys off.”

“Wh-what guys?” Stuart asked fearfully, hunched over Hartley’s shoulder.

“Orions,” Hartley growled, and shoved a spanner back inside the access hatch. “Just a few more minutes, Mirk. Help is on the way!”

“I’m good,” Mirk said, stepping toward the Orions, hands held out, keeping the invaders plastered against the wall. “And my friends here aren’t going anywhere.”

Just then, more Orions poured out of the nearby hatch, and ducked behind Mirk, dashing for the warp core.

“No you don’t!” Mirk called out, spinning on a heel and chasing them. He threw himself airborne, and flew over them. As he passed over their heads, hugging the ceiling, he twisted mid-air and pointed at each Orion, as if conducting different sections of an Orchestra.

The surprised Orions toppled into each other, fell backwards, hit the deck.

Mirk soft landed on his feet, and glanced back at Hartley, who was still working on the coolant leak.

“Take your time. I could hold them off for days!”

“Ever think about switching over to ship’s security?” Stuart asked, a little uncomfortable, as the Orions dizzily rose to their feet.

“Not really. I have a feeling you meet a lot of unsavory people that way,” Mirk said, and flicked his palms out at the Orions, sending them flying back against the far wall of engineering, just as more intruders poured out of the far access tube.

“Somebody close that hatch!” Hartley cried out, as Mirk ran toward them, flicking his hands out, batting one Orion after another away, left, then right.

She ducked back into the coolant conduit, just as a hand gripped her neck and jerked her backwards. “I’d worry about the hatch in this room, if I were you, sweetie.”

“Urk!” Hartley croaked as the Orion hoisted her. She glanced to Stuart, who’d been flattened against the ground, unconscious. “What have we here? Assistant Engineer, perhaps?” the Orion bellowed.

“CHIEF!” Hartley spat at the Orion, as Mirk turned around.

“LET HER GO!” he cried out as the Orions he’d been fighting jumped on his back. He threw them off effortlessly and crossed the Engineering section in an instant. “LET HER GO NOW!”

The Orion reached his arm out, dangling Hartley over the opening in the warp core. “I’d love to. But, you see, my grip is really slippery and I just might drop her.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“Or, I may twist her at just the wrong angle and, well, you know…humans are so fragile.” The Orion shrugged. “What are you gonna do?”

“Kill you,” Mirk said, clenching up his fists.

“Do that, and your friend dies too.”

“Not my friend,” Mirk said. “My wife.”

“Don’t do a thing he says, Mirk,” Hartley croaked.

“Disable this ship’s power supply. Everything but life support. Drop the internal forcefields,” the Orion said. “Then I let your woman go.”

“I’ve got another idea,” Mirk said, his eyes glowing bright, bright blue. “Let her go now!”

“If you insist!” the Orion laughed, and released Hartley.

She caught on the edge of the railing, then flipped end over end and fell, toward the bottom of the warp core.

Mirk reached a hand out, and she froze mid-air. He turned to the shocked Orion. “You were saying?”

“What are you?” the Orion bellowed. “Man? God?”

“A little of both,” Mirk said, and waved his other hand, slamming the Orion back against a busted power conduit. He shook violently as energy flooded him, cried out, then fell limp.

Mirk levitated Hartley over the warp core railing and set her down in front of him.

“Mirk…” she said, putting a hand on his chest. “Are you okay?”

“I’m just fine,” Mirk said. “Although I think our Orion friend will never play the violin again.”

“You don’t seem….normal,” Hartley said, looking into Mirk’s eyes, which still glowed a bit.

“That’s a relative term, don’t you think?” Mirk asked, as Ensign Stuart crawled to his feet, shaking his head dizzily. The ensign turned to see the horde of Orion invaders outside engineering, screaming to get in, but getting tossed backwards at every attempt, like they were hitting an invisible wall. A quick glance at a systems console told Stuart that internal forcefields were down in this area.

“Now more than ever,” Hartley said, wrapping her arms around Mirk’s neck and kissing him, as he effortlessly held off the Orions.



LATER. . .



“We’ve got a man working on the door. It’s opening! We’re moving in!”

Noyo Potsran’s communicator rang loud and clear in the cargo bay, one of his thugs, by the name of Troyan, had managed to break into the lab that held Captain Kimmel, Doctor Drake–everything the Explorer crew had been trying so hard to protect.

Captain Baxter pointed at his chief of security. “J’hana. Move. Take people with you. Now! Troyan, whoever you are, this is Captain Baxter. I have your boss hostage and I’m going to blow him into next week if you so much as touch Captain Kimmel. You hear me?”

“What’s…” Troyan began, and then there was a loud clatter of smashing equipment, and the channel buzzed, then went dead.

“What the hell’s going on?” Peterman asked Baxter.

“Hell…” a voice said, as Doctor Maura Drake appeared with a flash next to Baxter, encased in a white glow, and smiling. “…is not a word you should use when you’re talking about a god.”

“Didn’t see that one coming,” Counselor Peterman deadpanned.

“You didn’t?” Browning asked softly, holding Plato close.

“I called it three days ago,” Plato spoke up.

“I was being sarcastic!” Peterman snapped.

“Silence!” Drake called out, holding up a glowing hand.

“What do you want?” Baxter asked.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Drake asked, stepping toe to toe with Baxter.

“I’m afraid not. We’re not, you know, brilliant people,” Baxter admitted.

“All will be revealed,” Drake said, turning from Baxter, glancing around at the Explorer crew who sat huddled in the bay. “I assure you, all of you are quite safe for the moment.”

“For the moment,” Richards said. “What’s that mean?”

“It was you!” Potsran snapped, leaning up. Chaka’kan quickly shoved him back down onto the cargo pod he was sitting on, shoving a phaser in his back.

“What was me?” Drake asked, her eyes twinkling innocently. “The omnipotent one? The future god? Oh, yes, that was me.”

“But, Captain Kimmel…” Baxter trailed off.

“Kimmel was a puppet. A ruse. A red herring,” Drake said, pacing the cargo bay. “But she did serve one other, very important purpose. She held onto the DNA I needed to complete my transcendence.”

“Into what?” Peterman asked. “A crazy person?”

“Tut-tut,” Drake said, spinning toward Peterman. “Do people in your profession really use that term?”

“We do when the person’s really crazy.”

“I don’t think you’ll see it that way when I’ve explained myself,” Drake said, stepping once again toward Baxter and looking in his eyes. “I think you’ll find my reasons quite logical.”

“If you’re so logical,” Potsran said, “you’ll sit down with me and talk numbers. Don’t give your little gift to the Federation. Make a load of latinum selling it to the Orions. We can make it well worth your while.”

“Are you still here?” Drake asked boredly. “And do you really think a god has use for currency?”

“What’s next?” Baxter asked. “What’s your next trick? Because I think my people and I at least deserve an intermission before the final act.”

“I did tell you all would be revealed,” Drake said, clasping her hands. “But it will be on my time and my terms.”

Suddenly, the Explorer rumbled, shook hard.

“There now!” Drake said, almost giddy, clapping her hands. “That wasn’t such a long wait now, was it?”

“Bridge to Baxter,” came the voice of the lone officer on the bridge, Ensign Jerrica Ridley.

“Go ahead, Ensign,” Baxter said, staring at Drake.

“You’d better get up here, sir. There’s a….something…forming off our starboard bow!”

“On my way,” Baxter said, headed for the door. He glanced at Drake. “If you care to join me?”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Drake said, and glided behind Baxter.

“This is just too weird,” Peterman said, walking out with Browning and Plato.

“Chaka, keep an eye on Potsran. Don’t let him out of your sight. I’ll send additional security down here to start putting whatever Orions are still alive into the brig,” Richards ordered as he headed out.

Chaka nodded. “No problem, Commander. I’ve got this well in hand.” He sneered down at Potsran. “A little too well.”



“Still want to take over the ship?” Lt. J’hana demanded, her foot pressed firmly against Troyan’s head as she looked up at Lt. Commander Tilleran. “You sure you’re okay, Ariel?”

“Fine,” Tilleran said, with her tricorder out, scanning Anna Kimmel. “Are you sure you’re okay, Captain?”

“I am,” Kimmel said, looking around, dazed. “What just happened?”

“Other than me kicking shargatz?” J’hana asked, her boot pressed firmly against the Orion invader’s cheek. The rest of Troyan’s infiltration team lay unconscious all over the lab floor, more of J’hana’s handiwork.

“Doctor Drake is more than she appears, for one thing,” Tilleran said. “And, Captain Kimmel, I can safely say you’re less.”

Kimmel cocked her head. “What do you mean?”

“According to these readings,” Tilleran said. “The DNA strings that governed your potential omnipotence are recessive. There’s no chance you could suddenly develop godlike powers.”

“But what about earlier? When I tossed the Outlander across the galaxy, and prevented the Tracker from crashing?”

“Drake,” J’hana growled. “She’s been playing us all along.”

“And it’s a familiar tune,” Tilleran said. “What I don’t understand is why I didn’t see this earlier. A simple scan was all I’d need to…”

“Drake,” J’hana said again. “If she does possess omnipotent capabilities, don’t you think it would be a small feat to mess with your mind?

“Then she was here to…”

“Pick up a little something she left behind in me,” Kimmel muttered angrily, and pushed past Tilleran toward the door to the lab. “We’ve got to find Andy and tell him before it’s too late.”

“Something tells me it already is,” J’hana said, and took her foot off Troyan’s head, then followed Kimmel and Tilleran out of the lab.

“What about me?” Troyan demanded indignantly, leaning up.

“Oh, right,” J’hana said, turning and firing her phaser at Troyan, hitting him square in the chest. “Silly of me to forget.”

“Computer, locate Captain Baxter,” Kimmel said.

“Captain Baxter is on the bridge,” the computer replied.

“Let’s get to a turbolift,” Kimmel said.

Tilleran pointed ahead. “There’s a turbolift down the corridor and to your left.” She turned to J’hana. “We have to talk,” she said in a low voice.”

“It’s not a good time,” J’hana said. “Isn’t that what you said?”

“I want you to know that I didn’t mean for things to happen this way,” Tilleran said softly. “I didn’t want to abruptly end our relationship. I’m just…”

“You want a marriage. A family. Something traditional, no?” J’hana asked, her voice flat.

“Yes, I want that. Eventually.”

“And I’m preventing you from finding that.”

“Look, J’hana, our relationship is a lot of….fun. But what it isn’t is stable. Or adult. Are you really saying you’d like to spend the rest of your life cavorting around with me? Don’t you want more?”

“No,” J’hana said quickly. “But that is your choice, and I respect that.”

“And you’re not going to stab me?” Tilleran asked hopefully as the pair of them, with Anna Kimmel keeping a discreet distance, stepped into the turbolift.

“Not as yet,” J’hana said. “At any rate, that is how Andorians end real relationships. And, by your own admission, this isn’t a real relationship. It’s just…fun.”

“Are your feelings hurt?” Tilleran asked, her brow furrowing.

“You tell me,” J’hana said, then barked. “Bridge!”

Kimmel shifted from foot to foot awkwardly. “So….armageddon, eh?”

“Yeah,” Tilleran said, staring sidelong at J’hana. “Yeah.”



Baxter and the others filed onto the bridge, which was dimly bathed with the lights of red alert klaxons.

Ensign Ridley shoved out of the command chair and headed toward ops, as Madera took over from the crewman at the helm.

“The last remaining Orion ship just took off at warp,” Ridley said, tapping at her console.

“The Orions didn’t want to stay around and chat?” Richards asked, just as Tilleran, J’hana, and Kimmel stepped out of the foreward turbolift.

Tilleran quickly took her station and ran a scan.

“They probably wanted to get away from the big white thing,” she said, and then brought up the starboard sensor image on the viewscreen.

The dim bridge was suddenly filled with a white glow as Baxter stepped toward the screen, Peterman behind him with Steffie on her hip.

It looked like someone had “unzipped” space, leaving a big, white, gaping tear.

“What is it?” Richards asked, stepping up next to Baxter.

“Nothing,” Tilleran said.

“That’s a relief,” Browning said.

“No, I mean nothing…the absence of anything. It’s a big white gaping nothing.”

“That can’t be good,” Baxter said. “Let’s close it up.”

At the back of the bridge, Drake threw her head back and laughed. “It’s not quite that simple, Captain. Besides, why close that up? It’s the entire reason we’re here.”

“What is?”

“The end of the Universe, of course,” Drake said quite calmly. “You follow?”

“No,” Baxter admitted.

“Whatever it is, it’s growing,” Tilleran said. “At a rate of four hundred cubic kilometers per minute.”

“I think I follow,” a voice said from the aft turbolift. Harlan stood there, leaning against the bulkhead, then stepped forward with a limp. “And I don’t f***ing like it.”

“Oh, don’t be that way, Harlan,” Drake said. “You know everything will turn out just fine.”

“And just how is that?” Harlan asked.

“It’s nearly twice the size of the Explorer, and still growing, Captain,” Tilleran called out.

“Because we’ll be together,” Drake said, her eyes big and hopeful. “Then everything will be fine. We’ll recreate the Universe in our image. And it’ll be beautiful!”

“WHAT?” Baxter demanded, turning. “Dad, please tell me you’re not caught up in this.”

“I would have to kill you,” Ashley said ruefully from one of the aft stations.

“I’m NOT caught up in this,” Harlan said to Baxter and Ashley. “But I’ve got suspicions.”

“That I want us to be together?” Drake asked, reaching to touch Harlan’s face. He turned away. “I’ve never hidden that fact.”

“This is pretty f***ed up,” Richards muttered.

“It’s gross,” Baxter said.

“Andy, be sensitive,” Peterman warned.

“I’m not going to be sensitive!” Baxter fairly shouted. “Not when a godlike being is trying to destroy the Universe just so she can mack with my dad!”

“We don’t know that she’s trying to destroy the Universe,” Browning said encouragingly.

“Yeah, I am,” Drake said, still staring at Harlan longingly.

“Stop it,” Harlan growled.

“And the disturbance is getting bigger,” Tilleran said.

“I want options,” Baxter said. “Baxter to Engineering. You see that thing out there?”

“Yes, sir,” Hartley said over the comm. “It’s quite pretty.”

“We need a way to destroy it.”

“Deflector!” Tilleran, along with Hartley’s comm voice, said.

“Well, don’t just sit there, people,” Richards said. “Fire up the deflector!”

“One problem,” Tilleran said. “In order to seal the disturbance, we’ll have to close it from within.”

“THAT doesn’t sound good,” Baxter said.

“We could probably escape in time, as the thing’s closing,” Tilleran said, checking her panel. “No. Hmm, probably not.”

“The thing’s getting bigger!” Hartley warned over the comm.

“Stop doing this, Mother!” Kimmel shouted, stalking toward Drake.

“It’s already done, my dear,” Drake said, stroking a hand through Kimmel’s hair. “Now all that’s left to do is sit and watch. But I do have one parting gift for your afflicted Universe.” She bowed, closed her eyes, and then threw her arms out wide. “Perfection for all those freaks out there!”

Baxter looked on as the gaping hole in space swelled, then spat out dozens of glowing white orbs, which shot in a variety of directions, all streaking away at faster-than-warp speeds.

“And I didn’t get her anything,” Richards muttered.



SECONDPRIZE



Lt. Commander Andrea Carr sat at her desk, thumping a stylus against her chin as she thought of poetry. Writer’s block had stricken her for weeks, and she hadn’t been able to come up with a single catchy rhyme.

Then a white orb crashed in through the ceiling and enveloped her.

“Rhyme!” she said excitedly, ignoring the glow completely as she tapped eagerly at her padd. “Time! Sublime! Crime! Mime! Lime! Dime!”

She quickly scribbled down poem after poem. “Rhyme rhyme rhyme! It’s always a good time to rhyme!”



WAYSTATION



Lt. Commander Sean Russell stepped up to the bar at Victoria’s Pub and looked at the gorgeous blonde woman who sat on the nearby stool. “Good evening, beautiful!”

The blonde turned, stared at Sean with narrowed eyes. “What do YOU want?”

Russell opened his mouth to speak, but was suddenly hit by a glowing white orb.

He blinked for a moment, then his expression softened. “Just to talk. I think I heard you work on the engineering team in the reactor. Didn’t you guys have a rough day down there?”

“There was a small explosion,” the blonde said, a little suspiciously.

“Those can be the worst,” Russell said, and pointed at the empty seat beside the blonde. “May I have a seat? I’d love to hear all about it. You know, just talk.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“Nope. My intentions are perfectly honorable,” Russell said, and actually meant it.

“Maybe you’re not so bad after all,” the blonde said, and started talking.



DENERIA DRY-DOCK



Scott Baird could not wait until his wife, Captain Sullvan, returned from her deep space assignment. It bothered him that she wasn’t able to discuss it over subspace. He knew Sullivan could more than take care of herself, so he wasn’t really worried about her. But he would have felt a lot better if he knew what she was up to.

Meanwhile, he was venting steam the only way he knew how: Riding his bike around the drydock’s corridors.

There weren’t many crew aboard the dry dock during this cycle, so it was no problem to take a few spins through the corridors, and it was great exercise. And, try as he might, Baird could never quite duplicate the feel of biking on the holodeck.

Baird pedaled harder as he came up to the always tricky jump: A spot where the corridor ended and overlooked the Deck Nineteen reactor core. He’d had the barricades lowered so he could jump the core and land his bike on the opposite deck, speeding along the connecting stretch of corridor and right into the mess hall.

What Baird didn’t realize was that Ensign Mueller had eaten a banana earlier, while doing some perfunctory maintenance on the reactor core.

And, the careless ensign had left the peal right smack in the middle of the corridor.

Scott didn’t know any of this, though, only that the bike suddenly hit something slippery and popped out from under him, sending him sailing out into the open space above the thrumming reactor core, and leaving the bike crashed in the maintenance deck below.

Before Baird could open his mouth to curse his luck, a white glow slammed into him, and he suddenly executed the most beautiful tuck and roll ever performed by a Starfleet engineer, spinning mid-air, and landing perfectly on his feet on the deck facing the other side of the core.

“Wow,” Baird said. “Who needs a bike with moves like that?”



AEROSTAR-A



Dr. Alexa Lanham rolled over in bed, panting, as Captain Conway, bathed in a white glow, sat back and folded his hands behind his head.

“Damn…” Lanham moaned, still catching her breath. “David, you were….you were incredible.”

“Eh,” Conway said, shrugging.

“What got into you?”

“I don’t know,” Conway admitted. “But I’d love it if you’d comm some of my ex-girlfriends and let them know.”

“Later,” Lanham said, and lept back onto Conway. “I want to take advantage of this glowing thing while it lasts.”

“Maybe someone should investigate…” Conway began, before Lanham smothered him with kisses and dragged the sheets over them.



EXPLORER



Mirk brushed his hands together, stepping back into Engineering. “Megan? All the Orions on this deck are safely locked in a storage…”

“Great,” Hartley said, leaning against the Master Systems Console as Ensign Stuart looked on. “Now could you fix the giant freaking tear in space outside us?”

“There’s a tear in space?” Mirk asked, staring over Hartley’s shoulder.

“Yeah. The destroy-the-Universe sort.”

“Oh,” Mirk said. “Hmm.”

Just then, Ensign Robert Reyes ran by, glowing white, calling out: “I finally remember where I left my special blanket!”

“That’s strange,” Mirk said, watching Reyes run by.

“Perfectly strange,” Hartley said.

“So, the Universe…” Mirk began.



“…will be destroyed in a few hours if we don’t fly in and seal that thing NOW!” Tilleran called out, as stunned bridge crew sat silent at their stations, all eyes on Baxter.

“Kelly: Grab every crewperson you can get your hands on and get to the escape pods, now.”

“We’re not leaving without you,” Peterman said.

“Either way, not a good idea,” Tilleran said. “If we don’t go in there right now, the tear will be too big for us to seal.”

“There you go, Captain,” Ashley Donovan said, leaning against the auxiliary engineering console. “Do you have the brass ones to make the hard choices?”

“I wish you’d stop saying preachy sh** like that to me,” Baxter said, patting the back Madera’s seat. “Madera, take us in. Full impulse.”

“Good thing Howie’s out cold,” Madera muttered, and brought the Explorer around, sending it surging into the white expanse.

“Wish we all were,” Browning said softly.

“Maura, stop this madness before it’s too late,” Harlan rumbled, advancing on Drake.

“Doesn’t work that way, sweetheart,” Drake said. “You’ll understand everything, once the Universe gets wiped out and we’re all that’s left.”

“You’ve flipped!” Kimmel said angrily, stepping up behind Harlan. “All that power’s gone straight to your head.”

“Yes, I’d say it has,” Drake said. “And thank you, Anna, for those last few gene sequences I needed to complete the process. And who said children don’t take care of their elders anymore?”

Peterman reached out and grabbed Baxter’s hand as the Explorer sailed into the white tear, the deck rumbling all around them. “Andy….” she said, hugging Steffie close.

“I know. Just hold on,” Baxter said. “Hold on…”

“Is the deflector ready, Tilleran?” Richards asked, exchanging a worried glance with Browning as Plato gripped her arm.

“Four seconds.”

“C’mon, c’mon…” Baxter said, as the Explorer shook.

“Stabilization gyros taking a hell of a hit!” Hartley called in over the comm. “Shields getting shredded! We’ve got to fire that thing now!”

“Now, Captain!” Tilleran said.

Baxter clenched his fist. “J’hana…FIRE!”

J’hana stabbed a control on her console, the Explorer’s navigational deflector dish surged with power, and all was quite suddenly bathed in white….



Baxter felt dizzy. He shook the cobwebs out, rubbing his eyes, and turned to find Peterman still holding his hand, Steffie still in her grasp.

They stood in a white abyss. No walls, no floor. Just white on every corner.

And a sound.

THUMP-THUMP. THUMP-THUMP.

“What’s that?” Baxter asked.

“Heartbeats,” Peterman said. “Three of them.”

“Where are they coming from?”

“Us,” Peterman said.

Then another sound: GRBBBBBBBBBL.

“My stomach,” Baxter said. “The jalapeno bagel at the coffee place.”

“I told you not to eat that,” Peterman muttered.

“They are linear,” a voice suddenly said, and Baxter turned. It was his Richards.

He was back on the bridge. But the bridge was hazy. The lines were blurred, like he was looking through fog.

J’hana stepped out from behind her panel and stepped toward Baxter. “They intrude.”

Peterman turned, and suddenly they were in the cargo bay, where Chaka gripped Noyo Potsran.

“They are combative,” Chaka’kan said.

“They should be destroyed,” Potsran said.

“What’s going on here?” Baxter demanded.

Browning stepped up next to Baxter. “They should not be here,” she said distantly, the voice not sounding at all like hers.

Another dizzying scene change and they were in an Explorer corridor. Captain Harth, Baxter’s Gorn adversary, had Baxter by the neck.

“This one is chubby.”

“It’s been a rough year!” Baxter protested. “I’ve been eating a lot of comfort food!”

And they were back on the bridge, surrounded by the senior staff.

“They must go,” Tilleran said.

“This seems familiar,” Peterman said.

“You are you, aren’t you,” Baxter said, looking suspiciously at Peterman. “And not one of these body-snatcher types?”

“Yes, I’m me!” Peterman replied indignantly. “Are you you?”

“YES!” Baxter snapped, then they both looked at Steffie.

“What are they waiting for?” J’hana asked Tilleran.

Baxter looked up. “Waiting for Steffie to say something weird like the rest of you.”

“They are confusing,” Ashley Donovan said. “They must go.”

“Wait!” Baxter said. “At least give us a chance to talk!”

“Talking is linear. Discussion. Yes, we’ve heard of this.”

“What a relief,” Baxter muttered.

“The Sisko has told us of this…discussion,” Lt. Madera said, turning in her seat at helm.

“Wait!” Peterman said. “The Sisko! That’s it! We’re with the…whatchacllit…the Prophets!”

“We are of Bajor,” Richards affirmed.

“Oh, the Prophets!” Baxter said. “Well, then. That settles that.”

“Yeah,” Peterman said.

“BUT WHY!!?!?” Baxter demanded.



Harlan, Kimmel, and Ashley Donovan looked around the massive white expanse.

“This is just great,” Kimmel said. “My mom goes nuts, gets all mega-powerful, then blows up the Universe, and I have to spend eternity with you two.”

“It’s not my first choice,” Ashley said. “Although, at this point, Admiral Baxter, I’d say we start populating a new race.”

Kimmel glared at her, then back at Harlan. “What is it with you? Why are women so attracted to you?”

“Imma man’s man,” Harlan rumbled, looking around. “Now where the hell are we?”

“Maybe the person in the couch knows…” Ashley said, stepping toward the patterened couch, in front of an old, box-style TV.

“Oh, so it’s one of those things,” Kimmel muttered. “One of those ‘the Universe gets all whacked out and weird’ things.”

“It’s all your fault, you know,” Ashley said, glaring over her shoulder at Harlan.

“How was I supposed to know Drake’s feelings for me would drive her to destroy the Universe?” Harlan snapped.

“It just figures,” Ashley said.

“You have questions,” a voice said, and a bald, dark-skinned man wearing a trenchcoat and sunglasses stood up from the couch. “You have come to the right place.”

“Who are you?”

“That is unimportant.” The man took off his sunglasses. “The only thing you should ask yourself is, are you ready for the truth?”

“The truth of what?” Kimmel asked indignantly.

“The truth of the Matrix.”

“For the love of…” Ashley moaned. “We’re stuck in a bad movie.”



“Hmmm,” Richards said thoughtfully, as Browning and Plato looked on.

“Is that all you’ve got to say?” Browning demanded. “Hmmm?”

“I’m trying to form a plan,” Richards said, and glanced around. They stood on a white, endless plain.

“Well, if you’ve noticed, whether or not you have a plan, there’s not exactly a lot you can do in a big room of white nothing,” Browning said. “This is as close to hopeless as you can get. Without actually being hopeless.”

“I think it’s hopeless,” Plato offered helpfully.

“We didn’t ask, sweetie,” Browning said, and looked at Richards. “So…do you have a plan?”

“I thought you said it didn’t matter whether or not I had a plan,” Richards said defensively.

“I’m grasping at straws here, Christopher.”

“Well, it just so happens I…” Richards said, then his shoulders fell. “Don’t.”

Browning threw up her hands. “Great!”

“Hi there,” a voice said, and Richards turned.

“Hello,” Richards said, studying the newcomer up and down. He appeared to be a human male, in his thirties, dressed in twenty-first century attire: Khaki pants and a plaid, button-down shirt. “Are you stuck here too?”

“I need a car,” the man announced, though it was a half question.

“I’d love to help you,” Richards said. “But we’re in enough trouble as it….”

Suddenly a great wind whipped by them, and a fleet of cars raced by, nearly clipping Plato, who leaned in as thousands of cars passed at dizzying speeds.

“A red one!” the man announced, and the cars whizzed upward, vertical, as if the guy was flipping through a virtual card catalog. “A convertible! And I want it to be certified pre-owned!”

More cars whizzed by. This time it was Richards who was almost run over by the sacds of flying cars.

“STOP DOING THAT!” Browning said, slapping the man hard across the face.

“Ow. I need a lawyer!” The man said.

Browning covered her eyes. “Oh, no.”



“Hello?” Tilleran asked tentatively, stepping across the broad plateau of white nothing.

“Save your voice,” J’hana said. “We are dead. We’ve gone to that place my people have a word for, but cannot pronounce.”

“Eden?” Tilleran asked over her shoulder. “Or the other place?”

“Wherever it is, it’s boring,” Lt. Madera said.

“Would you prefer non-boring hellfire and brimstone?” Tilleran asked, arching an eyebrow.

“Good point,” Madera said.

“Hello there,” a soft voice said. Tilleran whirled to find a middle- aged man with black, curly hair, wearing a Starfleet uniform and captain’s pips, standing behind an older, bald man, also in a Starfleet uniform with captain’s pips. The bald man was sitting in a chair, his head leaned forward, apparently asleep. The man who’d spoken was gently massaging the other man’s shoulders. “Please, keep your voices down. Jean-Luc’s sleeping.”

“Jean-Luc?” Tilleran asked, stepping toward him. “Do you mean Picard?”

The other man nodded. “Yes. Isn’t he beautiful when he sleeps?”

J’hana shrugged. “He’s okay. Not my type.”

“Who asked you?” the dark-haired man hissed. “Besides, I’m just having fun with him.”

“Who are you?” Madera demaned.

The bald man stirred. “Hmmm…?”

“Shhh….Jean-Luc,” the dark-haired man said in a surprisingly female-sounding voice. “Keep your eyes closed. Sleep sweetly, my lover. Just think of bon-bons and petit fors.”

“Sing to me, Beverly…” Jean-Luc droned.

“Of course, Jean-Luc,” the man said, stifling a giggle. “Frere- Jaques, Frere-Jaques! Dormez vous? Dormez vous?”

“What the hell is this?” J’hana asked.

Jean-Luc’s head snapped to attention, his eyes wide open. He turned, shocked. “Q!” he shouted.

“Oh, now look what you’ve done,” Q said, clicking his tongue. “You’ve gone and spoiled my fun.” He snapped his fingers, and the irritated Picard, and his chair, disappeared.

“Tell us what’s going on here,” Tilleran said.

“You silly people, don’t you recognize armageddon when you see it?” Q threw back his head and laughed. “I’ve got to give it to you, brave folk of the Explorer! You’ve done what I’ve never managed to do. Obliterated humanity!”

“Zharnt,” J’hana muttered.



“He asks a question,” the person who wasn’t really Noyo Potsran said.

“He is interrogative,” Browning said, pacing behind Baxter.

“Damned right I’m interrogative,” Baxter said. “Why am I with you…prophet people?”

“He is too linear,” Chaka said. “He will not understand.”

“Try me,” Baxter said.

“He is demanding,” Richards said.

“This is getting really irritating,” Peterman muttered, cradling Steffie. “Just be nice to them, Andy. You’ll get more flies with honey, you know.”

“These are wormhole aliens,” Baxter mumbled. “They don’t know about flies or honey.”

Suddenly they were back on the bridge. “Tell us more about these flies and honey,” J’hana said from her station.

Baxter smacked his forehead. “Now look what you’ve done!”



“The machines destroyed our world. Enslaved us…” the bald man in the trenchcoat continued, as Ashley leaned forward, thunking her forehead with her fist.

“Make him stop,” she moaned.

“I think it’s kind of interesting,” Kimmel said.

Harlan paced behind the couch. “It’s useless. We’re wasting time.”

“Humanity wasted its time,” trenchoat man said. “Which is why the machines took over.”

“Oh, who cares!” Harlan muttered.



“I was just trying to find a car, and these people attacked me!” the guy who Browning had slapped said, as one of the thousand lawyers who’d rushed to the scene took down notes.

“This is ridiculous,” Browning said.

“Yeah,” Richards said.

“You’ll get your turn to be deposed,” the lawyer said calmly as he scribbled notes.

“Do I have a good chance of winning?” the guy who’d been slapped asked.

“Excellent,” the lawyer said, shaking his briefcase for emphasis. “You just leave that all up to us.”

Richards gritted his teeth, angrily, then finally called out: “I need a baseball bat!”



“The Universe is made of many intersecting plains,” Q said, pacing the white void. “Only one of them is the one in which you and your quaint little ship exist. The others are much as you see here….playing fields for omnipotent beings of all sorts. And now you’re loose on these intersecting plains, as even now the Universe collapses in on itself.”

“Can’t you stop it?” Tilleran asked.

“Why would I wish to?” Q asked. “I never liked this Universe anyway. It’s…dirty.”

“Yes,” J’hana said. “But aren’t there people in this Universe you’ve grown attached to?” She glared at Tilleran. “Not that I would know anything about growing attached to someone.”

Tilleran rolled her eyes. “Please! Not now, J’hana!”

Q shrugged. “There are other Universes. Other people to bother. Don’t worry. It’s almost over. Then you can all go on to oblivion and I can return to the book I was writing.”

“You’re writing a book?” Tilleran asked.

“Well, I’ve got to do something with my time, don’t I?”



“It’s going well!” Maura Drake said, clapping her hands as she stood in the palm of a massive hand.

“Yes,” the palm said from beneath her. “Once the last two people on the Explorer leave and join their colleagues in the abyss.”

“When will that be?” Drake demanded.

“All things must end of their own volition,” the hand said. “We must let this latest thread resolve itself of its own volition.”

“That doesn’t sound like an all-powerful being to me,” Drake pouted.

“Neither of us are all-powerful yet. The Directors may have been driven off, but we still have the Critics to contend with.”

“Bah,” Drake said, with a dismissive wave of her hand. “The Critics are no threat. Without a being in this Universe to represent their interests, they’re useless. Much like you were before I came along.”

“As you’ve so often pointed out,” the hand muttered. “Do you have to keep standing on me?”

“I’ve told you it’s comfortable. And it’s not like it bothers you, right?”

“I guess,” the hand said.

“Anyway…like I said, the Critics are a thing of the past. And once the Explorer crew is eliminated, we can finish wiping out the Universe and me and my Harlan can be together once and for all.”

“Just remember that the new Universe we create will be a joint effort. I’m just the Producer. I just put up the capital. You’ll have to run the thing.”

Drake grinned big. “My pleasure…”

“Still, I’d feel better if Mirk wasn’t one of the last two people on the Explorer.”

“Why? Do you fear him?”

“I do. And so should you.”

“Why?”

“Because he’s the only one with any chance of stopping us.”



“Well, this is going to be bad for business,” Mirk said, walking the empty corridors of the Explorer, as the deck thundered around them, red lights streaking the hallways.

“It’s going to be bad for a lot more than business,” Hartley said, checking her security tricorder. “According to this, everyone’s gone.”

“Why are we still here then?” he asked.

“It’s got to have something to do with you, Mirk,” Hartley said. “What other reason could there be? Something came along and wiped everyone off this ship, but you once again proved you’re the exception to every rule. You kept us here.”

“Maybe. But if I did, I’ll be darned if I know how.”

“We need to get to the bridge,” Hartley said.

“If you really think that’ll help,” Mirk said.

“Got any other ideas?”

“Not really.”

The pair stepped into the nearest turbolift, and Hartley called for the bridge.

“So,” Mirk said as the lift thrummed. “Good day?”

“Not especially,” Hartley admitted.

“Yeah, I know what you mean.”

The turbolift reached the bridge, then opened. Mirk and Hartley raced out to find the bridge unsurprisingly empty.

Hartley ran up to the tactical display, as Mirk stared out at the white expanse on the viewscreen. Not a star, or anything else for that matter, to be found.

“Looks like we didn’t get the beam off in time. That big blob of…nothing….enveloped us. And, somehow, took our crew with it.”

“Is there a way to get them back?” Mirk asked.

Hartley glanced up from the console. “Funny, I was about to ask you the same thing.”



“So…” Captain Baxter began, pacing the cargo bay, looking around at all the Explorer crewpeople who were actually just representations created by the wormhole aliens. “Any of you guys know if that Sisko guy is around? Can we talk to him?”

“The Sisko is of Bajor,” Chaka said.

“We are of Bajor,” Potsran said.

“This is getting us nowhere,” Peterman whispered to Baxter.

“No kidding,” Baxter said, then gestured at the cargo bay full of people. “And these wormhole guys aren’t much help.”

“We are not linear,” Browning said.

“Yeah, you mentioned that,” Baxter said. “Sheesh. These guys are like broken records.”

“Maybe you should just be nice to them,” Peterman suggested.

“Oh, don’t get into the whole honey thing again. It took me forever just to explain to them what a bee is.”

“I mean really TALK to them, Andy,” Peterman said, glancing around at the crew in the cargo bay, who suddenly dissolved to become the bridge crew on the bridge. “Ask them about themselves. Show genuine interest.”

“Why?” Baxter asked, scratching his head.

“Because then, just maybe, they’ll help us out of this mess.”

Baxter shrugged. “Worth a shot.” He turned to “Richards.” “So, guy, what’s your story?”

“He is inquisitive about our nature,” Richards replied.

“He wants to save the game,” Browning said, crossing the bridge.

“No, just the Universe,” Baxter muttered.

“Pssst,” Peterman whispered. “I think the Universe IS the game.”

“Oh. Yes! Then yes! I want to save the game!”

“The game cannot be saved.”

Baxter ran a hand over his face. “This is really starting to piss me off.”



“Shut up about your goddamned machines,” Harlan said, wandering around the ratty couch in the white void. “We really don’t care.”

The man in the sunglasses cocked his head. “You don’t wish to understand the nature of the Matrix?”

“Not especially,” Harlan said, plugging a cigar into his mouth and chewing on it.

“Dude,” a voice said, and Harlan turned. “That is soooo wrong.”

“And who the hell are you?” he asked the tall, skinny guy, who also wore a trench coat.

“Neo, dude. I’m, like, you know, the ‘One.’”

“Can you get us out of here?” Kimmel asked hopefully.

“Rock on! No, I can’t!” Neo replied, pantomining a guitar riff. “But isn’t my trench coat cool?”

Sitting on the couch, her legs drawn up, Ashley sighed and put her head on her knees. “I should have been a baker like my mom wanted.”



“He’s awfully sorry, Doug,” Dr. Browning said, taking a look at the big lump on the plaid shirt guy’s forehead. She’d found out his name shortly after Richards knocked him silly with a baseball bat.

“You can sue for that,” the lawyer whispered, leaning over.

“I want the lawyers to go away!” Richards snapped, throwing down his baseball bat.

And the lawyers disappeared, as if vacuumed up by some unseen vacuum.

“Hey, where’d they go?” Doug muttered, leaning up.

“They went bye-bye,” Richards said. “Now how the hell do we get out of here?”

“I dunno,” Doug said, rubbing his head. “All I know is that I need a car.”

“Oh no,” Plato said, pushing Browning out of the way as a line of cars came whizzing by.

Browning grabbed Plato’s arm, steadying herself, as Richards glanced around.

“You know,” Richards said. “Maybe this guy’s on to something…”

“I am?” Doug asked, genuinely surprised.



“You know what’s really fun?” Q whispered, leaning in close to J’hana.

The Andorian huffed, folding her arms. “I don’t much care.”

“Well, I’ll tell you anyway. Take a species near warp capability and…tee hee…move them to a planet that’s pre-stone age! Then take those pre-stone age people and put them on a planet that’s warp capable. Do you have any idea how much that screws things up?”

“I’m sure it’s fascinating,” Tilleran muttered. “Still, that doesn’t get us any closer to getting out of here.”

“Oh, you people are such two-dimensional thinkers!” Q shot back. “Don’t you realize that you’re the ones with the power? Ironic, isn’t it, that weak, breakable, mortal humans hold the whole Universe in the balance? And you’re not even the competent ones. Why, I imagine Jean- Luc and his crew would be out of this mess by now.”

“Well, Jean-Luc isn’t here,” Madera mumbled.

“Pity that,” Q said. “Yes, I will miss him and the Enterprise.”

“Well do something!” Tilleran said, exasperated.

Q folded his arms. “Not when you ask that way.”

“How about this way!” J’hana growled, leaping on Q and throttling him.

“Yes, try to kill the god, J’hana. That’s the way,” Tilleran muttered.



Mirk paced the bridge. “There’s got to be a way out of this.”

“Yes,” Hartley said, leaning on the tactical console. “Think of one. Quickly.”

“Why me?” Mirk asked, stopping and turning to face Hartley. “I mean, all I wanted was to be a bartender. You know, a nice, calm life of serving drinks and giving the occasional nugget of advice. Yeah, maybe I’ll get in an adventure here and there, but I never wanted to have all this responsibility.”

“Tough,” Hartley said. “You have it. Everybody else is gone and you and I are the only ones left on the ship. I’ve got to believe there’s a reason for that, and that reason has got to have something to do with your powers.”

“You think?” a voice asked from the middle of the bridge.

Mirk and Hartley turned at the same time toward the source of the voice.

A pair of big, red, smiling lips sat at the center of the bridge, pulled back into a sneer. <Mirk, how nice to see you again. How’s the wife?>

“She’s fine,” Hartley snapped, stepping up behind Mirk. “What the hell do you want?”

<Don’t be so snippy,> the lips said, floating over to Mirk and Hartley. <I want what the two of you want. For the Universe to continue on as it should.>

“Then fix it,” Mirk ordered.

<Haha. So humerous, Mirk. Don’t you think we would if we could?> The Critic sighed. <Unfortunately for all of us, the balance in the Universe is out of whack. And part of that has to do with your missing friends.>

“Friends?” Hartley asked.

“You mean the Directors?” Mirk asked.

<Yes. You’d think they’d be around to help us put down an uprising like this.>

“Who’s uprising?”

The lips pursed, annoyed. <You’d know if you’d been following the plot at all. The Producers, of course. Bigshots. Thinking they can run the show. But they’re all talk.>

“Leximas told me about the Producers. She said they were here to bring balance…”

The lips laughed. <That’s rich, Mirk. The Producers LIED to Leximas, you silly boy. They’re the threat real threat here, not us.>

“And it’s up to the Directors to stop them,” Mirk said.

<Not the Directors anymore. They fled Hollywood, my boy,> the Critic said, and smiled broad. <It all falls to you.>

“Me,” Mirk said. “But I’m just a….”

<Just a what? Future bigtime godlike person? Better believe it.>

“He is when he’s damned good and ready,” Hartley said defensively, standing in front of Mirk.”

<He should be damned good ready right damned now if he wants to save the Universe,> the lips said. <Oh, honey, are you really so selfish? Would you sacrifice life as we know it just to keep your little hubby?>

“That’s not what I said!” Hartley snapped. “That’s not even the case.” She turned to Mirk. “Is it, Mirk?”

The lips turned to Mirk. <Is it, Mirk?>

The Maloxian gulped. “I…don’t know.”



“Oh really? And then what happened?” Baxter asked, sipping coffee (although he had to wonder if it was really coffee, since he got it from the faux-replicator on the faux-bridge, which were all just constructs of the wormhole aliens).

“We brought the Sisko to learn with us. To become one with us, so that he could face new trials, and take the game to the next level,” Browning droned on.

“Really? Next level?” Peterman asked, bouncing Steffie on her knee. “That sounds fascinating. Tell us more!”

“Are you sure you want to know? This bores most humanoids,” Richards said.

“Please, go on!” Baxter encouraged. “We want to know everything. And, if you think to get around to it, we might like to know how to save the Universe.”

“That reminds us of an interesting story,” Richards said, looking to Browning.

“For the love of Pete,” Baxter muttered, walking over to the replicator. “I’m going to need a stiff drink if we’re going to continue down memory lane.”

“Drink?” asked Browning.

“Yeah. Liquor. Me, I’m a fan of rum ’n grapefruit, but really you can pick your poison.”

“Humans ingest poison?” Richards asked.

Baxter grinned. “Now there’s a lesson I can teach you guys. Let’s fire up the replicator and do some shots!”

Peterman sighed. “You’re setting a wonderful example for your daughter, Andy.”

“Shhh! I’m gonna get the Prophets drunk!” Baxter giggled, running over to the replicator.

“Cover your face, sweetie. Your father’s about to make a fool of himself. Again,” Peterman muttered.



Ashley stirred awake on the couch. “Are they still kung fu fighting?”

“Fast as lightening,” Kimmel said, leaning on the arm of the couch as Harlan paced nearby.

“Damned humiliating way to end a fine career,” Harlan muttered as the two trenchcoated persons faced off, dodging and weaving, kicking and punching at each other in a heated sparring match.

“Don’t you have any real weapons?” Ashley asked tiredly.

“Weapons?” Neo asked excitedly. “She wants to see the weapons!”

“Let’s show them weapons!” the man in the trenchcoat said.

And then the weapons came.



“I want a starship…” Richards said.

“DUCK!” Plato cried, pushing Browning and Richards down as a fleet of Starships…Federation, Gorn, Ferengi, Klingon, Romulan…soared overhead.

“A Federation one!” Browning called out.

“Really advanced!” Richards said. “With multi-spatial drive!”

The ships flew by one by one, until just one ship, huge, ovoid and gleaming, hovered above the group.

“What in the world is that?”

“Whatever it is, it hasn’t been built yet. But around here, I guess you can get anything you want.”

“I need a thousand naked Orion slave girls!” Plato cried out excitedly, just as Browning popped him upside the back of his head.

A thousand sexy, moaning shadows loomed up on the white horizon.

“And I want the slave girls to go away!” Browning called in reply, and the shadows receded into nothingness.

“Sheesh,” Plato muttered. “Man, I never get to have any fun.”

Richards glanced up at the ship. “I want us all to be beamed aboard the ship.”

And, per his request, Richards and company were beamed up to the advanced, oblong vessel.

Moments later, Doug beamed back down, looking confused.

“Can I still get my car?” he asked meekly.



“Wait!” Q gasped, as J’hana pummel him. “Stop!”

“Why should I?” J’hana asked.

“Because I’m omnipotent. And it’s improper to assault a god.”

“Then stop me!”

“I don’t feel like it,” Q said.

“Why not?” Tilleran asked, looming over him.

“Because you guys are the first Starfleet officers to pay attention to me in years.”

“Awww,” Madera said, half-mocking. “Then help us!”

Q sighed. “Oh. All right. I can get you back to your ship. Then after that you’re on your own….”



<Time’s up!> the lips said, worriedly backing away from Mirk. <It’s now or never!>

<How about never?> a giant hand said, appearing between the lips and Mirk. It swatted the pair of lips away.

The lips sneered. <Producers. I knew you’d show.>

<Of course we’re showing. It’s OUR show!>

<Not for long,> the lips said. <You counted Mirk out way too soon.>

<That’s where you’re wrong. Mirk’s canceled. He’s not going to be renewed for another season.>

“Hey, don’t I get a say in this?” Mirk asked.

“No!” Maura Drake called out, grabbing Mirk from behind and shoving him up against the wall, her eyes pure fire. “Nobody gets a say in this! The Universe ends and me and Harlan live happily ever after!”

“You’re beyond screwed, lady,” Hartley said, shaking her head. “How could one person get so completely unhinged?”

“POWER!” Drake seethed, whirling and dropping Mirk. “Gobs and gobs of power! All mine! Mine and Harlan’s!”

“Isn’t he already married?” Mirk said. “To that Lucille person?”

“That was just a fling,” Drake snapped.

“Yeah, but they were married like forty years or so,” Hartley said. “Long fling.”

“It doesn’t matter!” Drake cried. “That’s all over now!”

“But we’re still here,” Mirk said, stepping toward Drake.

“Not for long,” Drake said, shoving up her shirtsleeves.

“That’s what you think,” Mirk shot back.

“That’s double what I think!” Drake shot back.

“That doesn’t even make sense!” Hartley interjected.

“SHUT UP!” Drake snapped, turning.

“Don’t you tell my wife to shut up!” Mirk shouted, kicking Drake’s legs out from under her and dropping her to the ground. He landed on her and put his hands at her throat. “Now then, I don’t like to hit women, but when a woman tries to end the Universe, all bets are off!”

“You’re too late!” Drake cackled. “The Universe is mine! Harlan’s all mine!”

“He must have been one good looking guy in his day,” Mirk said.

“He’s still good looking now,” Hartley said, half to herself.

“You can say that again,” Drake said.

“You’re not helping, Megan!” Mirk said as he strangled Drake.

<There they go,> the lips said to the hand. <Aren’t you proud of ’em?>

<What are you talking about?> the hand said. <I just want my side to win.>

The lips sighed. <That’s the difference between you Producers, and the Critics and the Directors. You’ve got no sense of showmanship.>

<And yet, surprisingly, we’re winning.>

<Not yet!> the lips said.

Then, suddenly, on that stark white viewscreen, another ship, oblong and gleaming, appeared as if from nowhere.

Minutes later, a confused-looking Browning, Plato, and Richards beamed onto the bridge, just as the oblong ship vanished.

“That was weird,” Richards said, looking around. “I don’t even know how to work a multi-spatial drive.”

“And yet, somehow, we made it back,” Browning said.

<No!> the hand shouted. <What’s happening?>

The sounds of machinegun shot echoed around the bridge. Bullets seared space, curving upward in an arc that formed a perfect rectangular doorway, then pinging and ricocheting all over the bridge. The doorway in the middle of the bridge burst open, revealing white behind it, and Harlan, Ashley, and Kimmel stepped through, brandishing heavy, albeit retro, weaponry.

“Thanks, Dude!” Kimmel said, waving back into the white space, as the door vanished, along with everyone’s machineguns. “Man, he was nice.”

Before anyone could comment, Q, J’hana, Tilleran, and Madera appeared with a flash in the middle of the bridge.

“I was never here, okay?” Q asked, looking around.

<Q!> the lips said, moving over toward the omnipotent being. <Hey, how have you been?>

Q shrugged. “The same.”

<Unbelievable. What a coincidence we should meet up here.>

Q nodded. “I know.”

The lips looked around aimlessly. <So, torturing mankind?>

“Whenever I get the chance,” Q said with a soft chuckle.

<Yeah,> the lips said. <I know what you mean.>

<BE GONE!> The hand shouted.

“What’s his problem?” Q asked.

<Oh, you know, power trip or something,> the lips said. <Trying to destroy the Universe.>

“Yeah, I heard about that,” Q said. “Well, good luck. I’ve got a…thing.”

<Understood, buddy,> the lips said. <We’ll have lunch sometime next eon.>

“Sounds good!” Q said, and promptly vanished.

<Do something, Drake!> the hand said, as Mirk strangled the literally mad scientist.

Drake kicked and screamed as Mirk gripped her throat tighter. “I’m TRYING!”

<It’s all coming apart!> the hand shouted.

“Excuse us,” A broadly built dark man with a goatee said, wading into the crowd, dragging Captain Baxter along by the arm. A sheepish Peterman lagged behind, carrying Stephanie. “Do you people know this man?”

“What did you do, boy?” Harlan demanded, stepping toward Baxter. “Did you piss off Sisko?”

Sisko shook his head. “He got the prophets drunk. Then he threw up in the wormhole.”

Baxter shrugged. “I SAID I was sorry.”

“Keep him out of the wormhole, please,” Sisko said to Harlan. “I’ve got enough on my hands trying to explain to the prophets what a hangover is.”

“Dammit, boy,” Harlan growled.

“If you’ll excuse me,” Sisko said, glancing around the bridge with vague disdain. He turned on a heel and walked away.

Mirk and Drake, meanwhile, glowed alternating white and blue, as power surged between them.

Baxter looked on, rubbing his arm where Sisko had squeezed a little too hard. “So? What’s up? Power struggle between deities?”

“Yeah,” Richards nodded.

“We winning?”

“Hard to say,” Browning said.

“GET HER MIRK!” Hartley cheered, stomping her foot. “Show her who’s boss!”

“I’m not sure who to root for,” Kimmel said softly. “She is sort of my mom and all.”

“She manipulated you, and us, and tried to destroy the Universe,” Ashley said.

“Okay, good points,” Kimmel said. “GET HER MIRK!”

Mirk and Drake levitated off the deck, glowing alternating blue and white, the glow modulating faster and faster as they twisted and writhed. Faster, faster….

Then they disappeared.

“Huh,” Baxter said. “Now what?”

Browning looked around. “Did anyone else see a big hand and a pair of lips hanging around?”

“Were you drinking too?” Tilleran asked as she walked back to her station.

“Where the hell did they go?” Hartley demanded.



White abyss.

Figures, Mirk thought, as he stared across the gaping void at Maura Drake, who hovered there, shaking with anger.

<You did it, Mirk,> the lips said encouragingly. <You just need to finish her off.>

“What’s that mean?”

<Accept your godhood. Graduate! You’ve earned it, kiddo!>

Mirk turned. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

<Because we know that you’re the one to bring balance back to the Universe. Good, evil all that rot!>

Mirk nodded in the direction of Drake, and the hand that gently petted her, in a vain attempt to be reassuring. “So that…thing…is some kind of anomaly?”

<Exactly. Good and Evil,> the lips said. <That’s the way of things. C’mon, have you ever head of ‘Good, Evil, and that other thing’? No, because there is no other thing. The Producers’ existence is and always has been a threat to the nature of all things. If the Producers are allowed to rise to power, it will throw off everything. It will ruin everything. That sparring we are so fond of doing with your friends the Directors…it’ll all be over. We don’t want that. And neither do you. So just do it. Be a god, Mirk. Have fun with your wrath!>

Mirk stared across the empty white space at Drake. Was he ready to end everything? His life on the Explorer, his relationship with Hartley? Could he give all that just to save the Universe. It seemed, in its own way, too high a price.

But Drake came toward him, fists balled, screaming rage.

“I will have my Harlan!” she screamed, power glowing at her fingertips, her feet kicking as she flew across the white gulf toward Mirk.

So he did it. Mirk focused all tha the was on stopping Drake. He let go of everything; said goodbye to life as he knew it, and gave in to being a Director, if that was what fate had in store for him.

And Drake, the hand, and the lips disappeared.

And white faded to purple clouds.

And when Mirk turned around, he faced a giant eyeball.

If giant eyeballs could grin, this one would.

<You did it, old chap!> the eyeball said excitedly.

“Did what?” Mirk asked, looking around, confused.

<You were willing and able to step in and be the god you know you are. You were willing to graduate.>

“So the Critics were right? That’s what I had to do….’graduate’?”

The eyeball chuckled. <They were right. But you haven’t graduated. Not yet.>

“I’m not a Director?”

<No. But you will be.>

“I don’t understand.”

<It’s all about you, Mirk. In our roundabout way, we were testing you. And we know now that you’re ready.>

“Testing?! But…Drake, the Producers…”

<A cast in a very complicated spec script that will never get made. They were threats, but are threats no longer. We’ve seen to that. What’s important is that you realized your potential. You committed to your future. And a wonderful future it’ll be, Mirk.>

“And the Critics?”

<They’re out there. But that’s as it should be. Without an antagonist, there wouldn’t be much to this plot of ours, would there?>

Mirk scratched his head. “But…what’s the plot?”

<There’s time enough for that. For now, Mirk, you and the others should savor your victory.> The eyeball backed way.

Mirk stepped toward it. “But there are so many questions! You’ve been gone for so long!”

<You’ll have more time with us than you’ll no what to do with. For now, enjoy that life you were willing to give away. Enjoy your friends!>

“But what about becoming a Director!?” Mirk asked, calling after the eyeball as it backed away into the purple, roiling clouds.

<We’ll take a rain check on it!> the Directors called out.



And Mirk was back on the bridge, surrounded by a thoroughly befuddled-looking crew.

On the viewscreen, normal, reassuring, starry space surrounded them.

“Did we all smoke something really heinous?” Baxter said. “Or am I still drunk?”

“No, and no,” Mirk said, stepping toward the captain. “At least I don’t think so.”

“What happened?” Kimmel asked, glancing about the bridge.

Drake was there, collapsing, crying, into Harlan’s arms. “I’m with you, Harlan. You and I, and our little Anna…we’ll be together! Just you wait and see!”

“Oh, I think Drake’s going to need a buttload of therapy,” Peterman said, setting Steffie down. The toddler raced to the command chair and crawled onto it.

“I still don’t get it,” Baxter said, looking at Harlan as he dragged Drake back into the turbolift. “Back then, when you and Drake served together…what could you have possibly done to drive her so totally mental?”

“Your dad’s a substantial man, m’boy,” Harlan muttered as he stepped into the turbolift, Ashley and Peterman jogging behind.

“I have my work cut out for me,” Peterman said, glancing down at the sobbing Drake. “Be a dear and watch Steffie, okay, Andy?”

“No problem,” Baxter said, glancing around his bridge. “Everyone in one piece?”

One by one, J’hana, Tilleran, Richards, and Browning nodded as they moved to take their places on the bridge. Kimmel stood up next to Baxter, taking his arm.

“I guess I can’t say the crazy gene is on your side of the family, eh, Andy?”

“I wouldn’t rule that out,” Baxter said, picking Steffie up and pulling her into his lap as he collapsed, exhausted, into the command chair. “Not by a long shot.”

Richards sat down to his right, Kimmel to his left, giggling and tugging on Steffie’s little fingers.

“Can I sit at a station?” Plato asked Browning, as the doctor headed to

the foreward turbolift. “No,” Browning said, dragging Plato into the lift. “And we’re going to have a nice, long talk about Orion slavegirls…”

“Mommmmmmmmmmmmm…”

Mirk followed Hartley over to the auxiliary engineering station, watching as the engineer took in the extent of the damage to the Explorer.

“What’s the verdict, Commander?” Baxter asked, turning back toward Hartley. “Are we ship shape?”

“Far from it, Captain. But with a little luck, we should be able to hold together long enough to reach a friendly port.”

“Well, luck has served us well so far,” Baxter said, as Madera settled into her seat at helm. “Lieutenant, lay in a course for the closest Starbase. Best speed.”

“So, Mirk,” Hartley said, as she began tapping at the engineering console, assigning damage control teams to areas of the ship damaged in the Orion attack. “Tell me…what really happened in there?”

“We won,” Mirk said, sliding an arm around Hartley’s waist. “Isn’t that all that matters?”

“Not when you say it like that,” Hartley said, glancing sidelong at Mirk.

“Course laid in, Captain,” Madera said, looking ahead to the viewscreen.

Baxter looked around the bridge. “Sound the all-call. Baxter to all hands: I’m going to keep this short and sweet. Today we were on the verge of having our collective butts handed to us. But we pulled it together, and for one brief moment, other than me throwing up, we acted like professionals. Good job, people. Never let it be said that the geeks can’t win when they put their minds to it!”

“Geeks?” Richards asked. “Speak for yourself, Andy.”

Baxter leaned back in his chair, feeling a calm he hadn’t felt in months. “I am, Chris. Believe me, I am.”



THE END.



NEXT:



But wait, there’s more! As this long journey comes to an end, Baxter spends some quality time with his father and sister. But is everything really over? Who’s still after Kimmel? And what ever happened to Alvin Ficker? Look for answers to these questions, and the tying up of many a loose end in “Return to Orbit.”




Return to Orbit



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 57706.4. After nearly two months of plugging along at Warp Four, thanks to a pair of damaged warp nacelles, we’re finally on the verge of arriving at Earth. Our contact with Starfleet Command has been minimal, mostly because I don’t feel like being yelled at after me and my crew saved the Universe. That being said, I think it’s safe to say they’ll be wanting to take a meeting. I completely understand that; however, I find myself wishing we were going even slower than we are.



“Feel better?” Counselor Kelly Peterman asked, as Baxter crawled back into bed with her and jerked the covers up over his head.

“Immensely. Now I can say I did something today.”

“Yes. Recording your log must’ve been strenuous.”

“Shush. You were the one who suggested I take the day off, anyway.”

“True,” Peterman said. “You’ve spent the last two months working long shifts trying to coordinate repair crews, and meeting with your father to prepare for your debriefing at Starfleet. You deserve a break.”

“I think all the ‘breaking’ will happen when we get to Starfleet Command,” Baxter said, rolling over and staring up at the ceiling.

“Oh, you’ve been scolded before.”

“Yes, and last time I was scolded, I was put in a penal colony for a month.”

“I’m sure they won’t do that again. This being a second offense and all,” Peterman said, and laughed, draping an arm over Baxter as she rolled over.

“I’m glad you find this so funny.”

“I’m just trying to lighten the moment,” Peterman said. “I realize you have a lot on your mind.”

“Yeah, and my daily chats with dear old Dad aren’t helping to lighten the load.”

“Not getting through to him, eh?” Peterman said, leaning up on her side.

“Oh, we’ve got a very good working relationship,” Baxter said. “But he refuses to talk about Kimmel, or his relationship with Doctor Drake. He sounds more like an admiral than my dad.”

“Well he is an Admiral.”

“AND my dad. I’m just wondering what it’ll take for me to have one straightforward conversation with the man.”

“Maybe he’s just dealing with this in his own way,” Peterman suggested.

“But aren’t you the one who told me that I need confrontation and closure with him?”

“That’s what you need, but it may not be what he needs.”

“Whose wife are you?” Baxter demanded.

“Yours, of course,” Peterman said, leaning over and kissing Baxter on the cheek. “But as Ship’s Counselor, I need to think of the feelings of everyone on the ship.”

“You have a lot of feelings to choose from then,” Baxter said, and rolled over. “I’m going back to sleep. You?”

“I’m getting up. Unlike you, I have to go to work today.”

“Something tells me you’ll have your hands full.”



“Mind if I join you, Commander?” Lt. Commander Tilleran said, as Commander Christopher Richards looked up from his Deltan Omellete.

“Nope. Have a seat,” Richards said, nodding toward the chair across from him. Space Tastes was actually somewhat crowded this morning, which was a nice change of pace from the months previous, when the ship had been at General Quarters for much of the time.

“I’m not really in a ‘table for one’ kind of mood,” Tilleran said.

“You’ve been doing that a lot lately?” Richards said, sipping coffee as he thumbed through his padd, Hartley’s latest repair reports.

“Oh, a fair amount,” Tilleran replied. “Since J’hana won’t talk to me.”

Richards nodded. “The break-up.”

“I’m not sure you can call it a break-up. I don’t know what to call it.”

“That makes two of us,” Richards said, and winced as he heard J’hana’s booming chortle coming from a table across the room, packed with security officers.

“She seems to be having a good time,” Tilleran said, glancing over at the table.

“Doctor Browning! Another Refined Uranium and Cranberry Sauce for my Velvattian friend!” the Andorian called out, pointing at the hulking, purple, tentacled thing that sat by her.

“It’s strange…” Richards began.

“Several alien species feed on unstable isotopes,” Tilleran said. “It’s not as uncommon as you might think…”

“No,” Richards said. “I mean J’hana. Being so happy.”

“She’s dealt with her feelings. Remember the two hundred and seven Orion invaders she killed?”

Richards raised an eyebrow. “Two hundred and seven? Really?”

The Betazoid nodded. “She kept count.”

“That woman amazes me.”

Tilleran sighed. “Me too.”

“Why don’t you go over there and talk to her?”

“Because, we’re…we’re in an awkward stage right now. The best thing would be just to ride it out.”

Just then, Janice Browning breezed by with a tray of food for J’hana’s table.

“Hi Janice,” Richards said, motioning with his fork.

“Yeah, uh, hi, Christopher,” Browning said, and hurried by.

“I know all about awkward stages,” Richards said.

“Still not getting anywhere with Doctor Browning?”

“We’re stalled. Which we should be. It obviously wasn’t the right time to get married.”

“Will there ever be a right time?” Tilleran posed.

“I’m not sure,” Richards said. “But we can’t be together while we figure it out. It just gets to…to complicated.”

“Providence knows we’ve both had our share of complications,” Tilleran said.

“Can I get you anything?” Browning said, stepping up behind Tilleran. “The Yridian omellete with nineteen kinds of cheese is the special.”

“Sounds good. With a glass of papaya juice.”

“Coming right up,” Browning said, and exchanged a quick glance with Richards, then bolted.

“Eye contact. That’s progress,” Richards sighed, and sipped his coffee again.



“…and then last night was karaoke night at Mirk’s. It was fun,” Captain Anna Kimmel said, pacing back and forth in front of the crackling security field that held Maura Drake captive. She sat there, on her bunk, knees drawn up, a cold stare on Kimmel.

“Why do you insist on coming down here every day, Anna?” Drake said in a passionless monotone.

“Because I know that, save for Counselor Peterman, nobody really talks to you, and I figured it gets awful lonely down here.”

“Not at all,” Drake said. “I have Mister Potsran to keep me company.”

Across the room, inside the other brig cell, Noyo Potsran stretched and yawned. “The Syndicate will free me, then I’ll slice and dice you all,” he grumbled groggily, then rolled over and fell back asleep.

“Nice,” Kimmel said, turning back to Drake. “Look, I figure, you’re my mother, the least we should do is talk.”

“You don’t quite get it, do you?” Drake said. “I used you. I funneled my growing powers through you to keep the Orions off my back long enough to hop on this ship and extract a final strand of DNA from you, to make myself omnipotent and destroy everything in the Universe but myself and your father.”

Kimmel nodded. “Yup.”

“And it doesn’t bother you in the least?”

Kimmel shrugged. “It bothers me a whole lot. But you’re still my Mom.”

“You’re nothing like me,” Drake said. “I suppose that’s as good an argument for nature versus nurture as you’ll find.”

“Would you rather I be more like you?” Kimmel said. “Because I can certainly work on being an insane genius scientist, but being accident- prone, I’m not sure I can be trusted around beakers.”

“Know what’s strange?” Drake asked, blinking at Kimmel. “You weren’t trying to be hurtful just now. You were just being…honest.”

“Yeah,” Kimmel said. “And maybe a little funny.”

“Nothing like me,” Drake moaned, and leaned her head between her knees. She waved Kimmel away. “Go. Go on. Get out of here.”

“See you tomorrow?”

“God, I hope not,” Drake moaned.

“Okay, tomorrow it is!” Kimmel said cheerfully, and walked out of the brig.

She found Ashley Donovan waiting outside.

“Done with mommy-daughter time?” Donovan asked.

“Yup,” Kimmel said. “She’s all yours.”

“I doubt my conversation with her will be as pleasant as yours. Section Thirty-One will be wanting a complete report.”

“I’m not sure how much you’ll get out of her.”

“She’ll come around,” Ashley said, and stepped toward the door. “Although I have to wonder why you even care, considering all that’s happened.”

“She’s still my mom.”

“Genetically, maybe. Heck, I can’t even remember the last time I talked to my mom.”

“Then maybe that explains why you’re such an unhappy person,” Kimmel said, and walked off.

“Thanks for the chat!” Ashley called after her, and ducked into the brig.



“C’mon. Eat!”

“I want Chaka!” Steffie replied as Baxter sat, exasperated, across the dinner table from his nearly-two-year old child.

“Chaka’kan is teaching Plato Aikido right now, and since it’s something I can barely pronounce, much less do myself, I can only assume it’ll take some time. So eat!”

Steffie folded her arms, shaking her head. “Nope. Nuh-uh.”

Baxter sighed. “It’s really good.. Breakfast burrito! Your favorite!”

Just then, Baxter’s door chimed.

“Come,” Baxter sighed, and the door slid open, to reveal Admiral Harlan Baxter framing the doorway.

“Boy,” Harlan said, stepping in. “Just talked to yer mother.”

“Oh, good,” Baxter said. “And how’s mom?”

“Ready to meet up with us. Pathfinder’s on schedule, after picking up all our non-essential crew at Starbase 227.”

“Nice of her to do that,” Baxter said.

“And damned unnecessary for her to break off her mission to the Gamma Quadrant.”

“I think she wanted to see us, after all that’s happened. We did kind of fall off the map for a while there.”

“She’s going to want explanations. Best we get on the same page, just like with Starfleet.”

Baxter nodded as he wiped some dribbled cheese off Steffie’s mouth. To her credit, she tried to eat some of the burrito, but ended up smearing most of it on her face. “I couldn’t agree more, Dad.”

“So you know what we’ve got to tell her.”

“I haven’t the faintest. I figured that would be your department, since this was all your doing after all.”

“Well, technically, was the Directors…” Harlan mumbled, turning away.

“It was NOT the Directors,” Baxter said, a little louder than he’d wanted to. “At least, not in all the ways that matter. Sure, they pulled some strings here and there to get events to unfold the way they wanted them too, but events are still events. Maura Drake did go crazy…all over you…and you two did create Anna Kimmel as a vessel for her research. And that plan, along with Maura Drake, blew up right in your face. And it’s time you fessed up to that.”

Harlan sat back, staring at Baxter. “I hope this isn’t the speech you’re planning to make to Starfleet.”

“I’ve edited it down somewhat for them.”

“Good,” Harlan grumbled.

“But Mom deserves to know everything. She hasn’t had the pleasure of going along for the ride on this whole stupid journey like I have, so she should at least get the benefit of a full play-by-play.”

“Do you realize who the hell you’re talking to?” Harlan said, shoving out of his chair. Your father, and your commanding officer!”

“Funny, but you haven’t acted like either lately, have you?” Baxter shouted at Harlan’s back as he left.

Steffie cocked her head, staring at Baxter with wide eyes.

“You didn’t just see that, sweetie,” Baxter said, brushing a finger down her cheek. “Now eat up.”



The next day, feeling at least a little more rested, Captain Baxter paced the bridge as the Explorer decelerated and approached Starbase One.

“Starfleet Command acknowledges our greeting, and instructs us to dock at McKinley station,” J’hana said, looking up from tactical.

“Do it, Madera,” Baxter said, patting the back of the helm chair. “Richards, get the crew ready to disembark. Have Megan submit a workplan to the dockmaster so we can get any repairs we need. I want us back out on duty as soon as possible.”

“Do those repairs include cleaning up the mess from the bonfire in Deck Twelve?”

“No, I’d say anyone who was at the party should have a hand in cleaning that up,” Baxter said.

“You missed a good time, Andy,” Richards said.

“I’ll read about it in the Security Report, I’m sure,” Baxter said, and headed over to his chair.

“Are you all right?” Richards asked, sitting down beside Baxter.

“I’m just ready to be home. This whole trip has left me desperate for a little of the familiar.”

“A few days in Maryland, then?” Richards said.

“If you don’t mind handling repairs and whatnot up here,” Baxter said.

“I think it’s a great idea,” Richards said. “Clear your mind.”

“Yeah. That’s the idea.”

“And spend some time with Captain Kimmel.”

“Yes, no doubt.”

“And spend some time with your parents, too.”

“Whether I want to or not,” Baxter muttered. “What about you? Any plans for your visit back to Earth?”

“Not really,” Richards said. “All my family’s on Nimbus Three. So there’s not really much for me down there. Besides, the last time I was on Earth was kind of unpleasant.”

“Oh. Yes. The matter with all of us being sent back in time…”

Richards smiled, patting Baxter’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about it, Andy. All that, it’s…it’s in the past.”

“Yeah,” Baxter nodded. “Well put.”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. With the Explorer safely tucked in at McKinley station, my father and I have beamed down to Starfleet Command to face the music, as it were. Although, realistically, I somehow doubt that anything resembling music will actually be involved.



“Something to drink?” Admiral Alynna Nechayev, Commander-in- Chief of Starfleet said, as both Captain and Admiral Baxter stood in front of her desk. Behind her broad desk, flanked by Starfleet and Federation flags, was the famous San Francisco presidio. Not that Baxter felt much like taking in the sights at the moment.

“Do you have grapefruit juice?” Baxter asked, glancing around.

“I’m sure it can be replicated…”

“Boy,” Harlan said, nudging him.

“Maybe later. I’m fine for now,” Baxter said.

“Good,” Nechayev said. “Have a seat, you two.”

Baxter and Harlan exchanged a quick glance, then sat down in the chairs opposite Nechayev’s desk.

“Now you realize this is just an informal sit-down before the briefing tomorrow.”

“Yes, Admiral,” Harlan said, crossing his legs. “How long until I’m reinstated as director of the Explorer Project?”

“You don’t waste any time, do you, Harlan?” Nechayev asked with raised eyebrow. “Of course, that matter is still being evaluated.” Her eyes darted to Baxter. “Along with your…situation, Captain.”

“What situation is that?” Baxter asked, tugging at his collar.

Nechayev picked up a padd from her desk. “Everything’s here. All of your reports, all the details. I swear, I thought it was impossible to fill up the memory on one of these.”

“I suppose it was a somewhat complicated scenario.”

Nechayev piovted her chair around to face the windows. “That’s putting it mildly. And yet, I find it hard deciding whether to count-martial you two or give you the Pike Medal.”

“Already got a Pike Medal, Admiral,” Harlan rumbled.

“Of course,” Nechayev said, and turned back toward the Baxters. “You all must be very tired from your trip. I understand the Explorer’s engines were badly damaged?”

“Repair crews are already working on it, Admiral,” Baxter said.

“That’s good.” She tapped her chin thoughtfully. “All right, then. On to the next portion of our sit-down.”

“Portion?” Baxter asked.’

She tapped a button on her desk. “Send him in, Robin.”

“Yes, Admiral,” a voice replied.

The doors to Nechayev’s sizable office parted, and Commodore Jack Woodall stepped in.

“Admiral,” he said, nodding at Nechayev.

Baxter sunk a little lower in his chair as Woodall stepped up behind him and Harlan.

Nechayev touched the button on her desk. “Robin, a chair for Commodore Woodall.”

“No thanks,” Woodall said in a clipped tone. “I’ll stand.”

The C&C nodded. “Robin, cancel the chair.”

“Yes, Admiral.”

Baxter felt Woodall’s look on the back of his neck. He slunk down a little more. Woodall just hovered over him and his father, staring down at them.

“You’ll be at the briefing tomorrow, Commodore?” Nechayev asked.

“I’m looking forward to it,” Woodall said.

“Jack,” Harlan said, turning. “No hard feelings, there.”

“Not at all,” Woodall said. “Although, you might like to know that your ‘daughter’ did a sizable amount of damage to the Orleans.”

“Actually, it was his ex-girlfriend’s fault,” Baxter interjected.

“We never dated!” Harlan snapped.

Nechayev steepled her fingers. “This will be an interesting debriefing tomorrow, won’t it, gentlemen?”

“Fascinating,” Woodall said. “I’m working on a long list of questions.”

“Sir,” Harlan asked Nechayev. “May I ask why Commodore Woodall was brought in here?”

“So you two could apologize to him like civilized men. Before the sparks start flying tomorrow, I thought there might be an opportunity to cut the tension with this informal meeting.”

“Yeah, and it’s doing wonders,” Baxter said, refusing to glance back at Woodall.

“Shut up, boy,” Harlan rumbled under his breath, then stood up and turned to face the Commodore. “Jack, what can I say. I’m sorry we couldn’t keep you in the loop on this thing.”

“You should be saying that to Admiral Nechayev,” Woodall said. “She is your commanding officer, after all.”

Harlan glanced back at Nechayev. “Admiral, of course, I admit that this was far from an ideal situation.”

“One of our high-ranking Admirals working with Section Thirty- One to reign in a potential god and save the Universe behind everyone else’s backs? Breaking radio contact and crippling one Starfleet ship, while sending another halfway across the galaxy? ‘Far from ideal’ is something of an understatement, isn’t it?”

“What ever happened to breaking the tension?” Baxter asked, leaning forward. “Why are you browbeating us?”

“Watch your tone, mister,” Woodall chided.

“Boy….” Harlan growled low.

“Please, feel free to expound on that, Captain,” Nechayev said, spreading her hands invitingly.

Baxter stood up. “All due respect, Admiral, but you sure glossed over that saving the Universe part pretty quick.”

“It’s duly noted,” Nechayev said, tapping the padd on her desk. “Still, there’s a lot here that remains unexplained. And not much to suggest that anything was done even remotely the Starfleet way.”

“If we’d done anything the Starfleet way, we’d all be gone now!” Baxter said, and marched toward the door. “Try and remember that!”

“Watch yourself, Captain,” Nechayev said. “Insubordination at this level could cost you your command.”

“This whole thing is a joke,” Baxter said, and ducked out of the office, leaving Harlan, Woodall, and Nechayev staring at each other.

“Takes after his mother,” Harlan said in a low voice.



Captain Baxter peered into the front door of his house in Salisbury, Maryland. “Anybody home?”

“In here!” Captain Kimmel’s voice called from the kitchen, and Baxter stepped in, lugging his Starfleet duffle behind him.

He walked back to the kitchen to find Anna Kimmel, Peterman, and his mother, Captain Lucille Baxter, seated around the kitchen table, sipping coffee.

“We were just having the nicest chat,” Counselor Peterman said. “Catching up on, you know, times.”

“Nice to see you, Mom,” Baxter said, stepping toward Lucille. “Did you have a nice trip?” Lucille didn’t answer, just rose quickly from her seat and threw her arms around him, squeezing him tight.

“My little booty butt! You were in trouble and I was powerless to help you!”

“Urk!” Baxter croaked. “Well, uh, mom…that was kind of by design.”

Lucille reared back suddenly and slapped Baxter across the face. “And THAT was for keeping things from me.”

Baxter rubbed his face. “Save some for Dad, will you.”

“Oh, his is coming, fear not,” Lucille said, gritting her teeth.

“I fear plenty,” Baxter said.

“No reason you should,” Kimmel said. “Starfleet should be giving you a medal, not dressing you down.”

“I think they’ll be doing some of both tomorrow, actually,” Baxter said, sitting down at the table and putting his head in his hands.

“Did you notice the paint in the kitchen?” Peterman asked. “It’s finished…”

“And it only took the crew two and a half years to get around to it after the Ferengi demolished my original house and then rebuilt it,” Baxter moaned, then stared around between his fingers. “But it does actually look quite nice. The blue goes well with the cream floor tiles.”

“So glad I pulled the Pathfinder out of the Gamma Quadrant,” Lucille said. “So we can talk about floor tiles.”

“I think they’re nice…” Peterman said.

“No doubt,” Lucille said. “But I want to know why you didn’t get word out to me as soon as you found out what it was your father was trying to do. I could have helped!”

“Dad didn’t want you involved. He wanted to keep you safe. Remember that before you go beating him up.”

“Safe and completely in the dark!” Lucille said, and turned to Peterman. “What would you do if you found out your husband was hiding something major like this from you?”

Peterman shifted in her seat a bit and looked to Baxter. “I wouldn’t know, because he never has.”

Baxter gave her a small smile and mouthed “I love you,” to her, then turned to Lucille. “The point is, we’re all here together now, and everybody’s safe, right?”

Kimmel put her hand on Baxter’s. “I agree. Any mission you can walk away from, right?”

“I understand you have the crazy woman on your ship,” Lucille said.

“She’s going to be moved soon,” Baxter said. “But yes. And I think it’s a monumentally bad idea for you to see her.”

“I wasn’t thinking anything of the sort. I was just asking,” Lucille said. “You know,” she added, quickly shifting gears. “You have a lovely sister here, Andy.”

Kimmel grinned. “I’d like to think so,” Baxter said. “She’s not a demented genius, so I’m assuming she takes after her father.”

“Well, she’s not a liar, either,” Lucille said. “So there must be a third gene sequence in there.”

“Nope,” Kimmel said. “Just the two.”

“And yet you’ve become such a sweet girl,” Lucille said. “Well, I want you to know that we consider you part of this family now, and that means you might as well be my own daughter. The circumstances that brought you here were rather strange, but that doesn’t mean we can’t all come together like a normal family, right?”

Baxter blinked at her. “So you and Dad…everything’s okay with you two?”

“I’m sure he told you our ‘separation’ was all for appearances,” Lucille said. “But let’s just say your father has a lot of explaining to do and leave it at that.”

“If it makes you feel any better, he didn’t seem attracted to Doctor Drake at all,” Kimmel said.

“It doesn’t make me feel any better, Anna,” Lucille said, as the door swung open and shut, and Harlan swaggered in, a cigar stuck in his mouth.

“Smells like burning targ fur. Must be your father,” Lucille said, throwing up her hands.

“Hrrrrrl dooin?” he asked, chewing on the cigar and looking around.

“I’ve…got some unpacking to do,” Peterman said. “And I have to go wake Steffie from her afternoon nap.”

“Honey, please don’t leave…” Baxter said in a soft voice, grabbing for Peterman’s hand.

“You’ll be fine, Andy,” Peterman said, patting Baxter on the shoulder. “And I’ll… be somewhere other than here.”

Baxter sighed as Peterman dashed up the stairs, his shoulders sinking, while Harlan and Lucille stared at each other.

“Well,” Kimmel said, clapping her hands together. “The gang’s all here.”

Harlan and Lucille, for their part, looked like they were staring each other down, each waiting for the other to blink.

“You know what?” Baxter said. “I left some important data padds on the ship. Anna, you want to go back with me?”

“Please!” Kimmel said, scooting out of her chair.

“Boyah, needtatalk to you,” Harlan said, grabbing Baxter’s arm.

“Later,” Baxter said, pulling away. “Right now you have other responsibilities to see to.”

“Whyrrtafrknsht…” Harlan grumbled, turning to Baxter.

“Let him go,” Lucille said. “And sit down. And for the Great Bird’s sake, take that stupid cigar out of your mouth, darling. We’ve got a lot to sift through…”



“We need to get you off this ship!” Lt. Commander Hartley said to Tilleran, leaning over the Master Systems Display in engineering as she barked orders at her staff. “And make sure they stay away from the aft power conduit. They’ll try to replace it with a neolithium composite and I won’t have it. Don’t let them try to order you around. Stuart’s in charge for the duration of our stay at the station. Got it, people?”

There were mumbles of assent from the crew behind Hartley, and Hartley looked up at Tilleran. “Well?”

“I guess there’s nothing to keep me here.”

“And you have to stop moping about J’hana. This was your choice, remember? And, if I may say so, it was the right choice.”

“Then why doesn’t it feel right?”

Hartley rounded the console and draped an arm around Tilleran’s shoulders. “Because it never does at first. But you made a valid point. J’hana can’t and won’t give you a stable family, and that’s something you want, right?”

Tilleran nodded. “I…guess so. I think I talked myself out of wanting a family for a long time simply because I didn’t want to obey my mother’s wishes.”

“Yeah, that would do it. But you’ve got your head on straight now. Good job. Now all you have to do is coexist with J’hana.” Hartley sighed. “And that’ll get easier too, eventually.”

“You don’t know J’hana,” Tilleran said. “There’s going to be a lot of awkwardness for a long time.”

“Hmmm,” Hartley said. “Why don’t we fix her up with someone? Distract her?”

“J’hana’s too smart to fall for that one.”

“What’s there to fall for? It’s a date.”

“I’m not so sure that’s a good idea…”

“I’ll do it!” Ensign Ryan Stuart said, popping up as if from out of nowhere behind Hartley.

“Who said we offered?” Hartley asked. “And why were you listening in on us anyway?”

“I was just, um, adjusting this power converter over here, and, uh…”

“Yeah, right,” Hartley said. She turned to Tilleran. “Well, what do you think?”

“I think you wouldn’t make it through the soup course, Stuart,” Tilleran said, not unkindly.

“Yeah, but if I do, I’ll have stories to tell my children, and my children’s children…”

“If you’re still capable of having children…” Hartley said. “But don’t let that stop you, Ensign. Go get her!”

“Yes sir!” Stuart said, saluting, and turned to leave. Hartley grabbed him by the back of his uniform tunic.

“AFTER you finish briefing the McKinley station engineering people. Let’s keep a little perspective here, shall we?”

Stuart’s shoulders sunk. “Yes, Commander.”

“Meanwhile, Tilleran and I are going down to Louisiana to go antiquing and get drunk.” With that, she spun on a heel and headed out of Engineering. Tilleran remained, still staring at Stuart, thoughtfully. “C’MON!” Hartley called after her, and she finally turned to leave.



“Thanks for coming back with me,” Baxter said, as he sifted through a pile of padds on the desk in his readyroom. “I couldn’t sit in there one more minute.”

“What do you think they’re talking about?”

“Knowing my mom? Payback. She will get very creative coming up with a way for my dad to make up for leaving her in the dark about you and Doctor Drake.”

“Your mom does seem nice, though. She invited me to the house for Christmas.”

“That’s MY house,” Baxter said, shaking his head. “That’s nice, though.” He smiled, looking up at Kimmel. “To think, Christmas with my sister. Birthdays with my sister. It’s hard to imagine.”

“You don’t have to imagine it anymore,” Kimmel said. “And thankfully, we don’t have to pretend not to be related anymore.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “Well…guess we’d better get back down there. If Kelly comes downstairs and finds I’ve left her alone with them, she’ll have me on diaper detail for a month.”

“In that case…” Kimmel said with a smile, as she and Baxter left the readyroom.

“Sir,” Ensign Keefler said, looking up from tactical.

“Yeah,” Baxter said, glancing at Keefler.

“Ortiz just called up from the brig. Apparently, Mister Potsran is asking to speak with you.”

“Oh, fantastic,” Baxter said. “You want to sit this one out, Anna? I know Drake’s in there…”

“Nope. I’m fine with it,” Kimmel said, as the pair stepped into the turbolift.

“Good to know. This won’t take long. Believe me, the last thing I want to do is spend shore leave talking to an Orion despot in the brig.”



Janice Browning sat, boredly, drumming her fingers on a biobed, in Sickbay.

“You can go if you want to,” Doctor Holly Wilcox called out of her office. “We’re docked, so there won’t be many medical cases.”

“But then you’ll be alone…”

“I’m fine with that, actually. Dean’s coming over later, so…”

Browning shrugged. “Same difference to me. If you really don’t mind. Maybe Plato and I will go to North Dakota.”

Holly popped her head out of the office. “Any reason why North Dakota?”

“We’ve never been. And they are supposed to have great potatoes.”

“I think that’s Iowa.”

“Hmmm. Or maybe Indiana?”

Just then, the doors to Sickbay opened, and Ensign Howie Sefelt limped in. “Doctor! Somebody get me a doctor!”

“I’ve got this one, Holly,” Browning said, taking Sefelt by the arm and leading him over to a biobed, helping him up. “What happened?”

“I was on the holodeck, practicing the relaxing exercises Counselor Peterman taught me…”

“Oh…the cliffs of El-Razul?”

“Those are the ones. Anyway, I must have started falling asleep, because I tipped over and fell down the cliff.”

“And into the relaxing Sea of Fharkendar?”

“It’s not so relaxing when you’re drowning in it, Doc.”

“Yes, I suppose not,” Browning said, running a tricorder over Sefelt’s ankle. “Yup, you twisted it pretty bad.”

“Am I going to die?”

“No, Howie. Don’t be silly,” Browning said. “The only way you could die from an injury like this is if you left it untreated for a long time and developed an infection in the wound. Even then…”

Sefelt’s eyes widened. “Please, Doctor! Patch me up before I die!”

Browning sighed.

“I can take over, if you want!” Holly called from her office. “We really don’t need you if you want to leave.”

“Don’t…need…” Browning said thoughtfully, then leaned back on her haunches.

“Doctor?” Sefelt asked expectantly.

“Yes, Howie, just a moment,” Browning said. She rubbed her chin. “Why am I here anyway?”

“To fix my horribly twisted ankle?”

“No, I mean in a grander sense. What am I still doing here?”

“Preventing me from dying?”

Browning patted Sefelt’s knee. “You’re not going to die, Howie. Just relax.”

“I’m anything but relaxed,” Sefelt said, half to himself.

Browning smiled. “You know, Ensign Sefelt, I think you just became my very last patient.”

“Aww,” Sefelt said.

“Yeah.” She slapped his thigh affectionately. “Thanks.” She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “Hey, Holly! We need to chat…” And she jogged off.

Sefelt sat there for a few minutes. “Hey! What about my ankle?!”



“Keep this short,” Baxter said, stepping into the brig, followed by Kimmel.

“Ahh, Captain. I’m surprised it’s taken you so long to come and see me,” Potsran said, leaning forward on his bunk. “After all, I’ve been your guest here for nearly eight weeks.”

“I prefer to think of you as our prisoner, but whatever suits you.”

“You know I’ll be leaving soon,” Potsran said. “Transferred to a maximum security facility on Beta Zandar Eight.”

“I hear it’s very scenic this time of year. Now what do you want?”

“To offer you something very precious,” Potsran said, leaning forward.

“This should be good,” Baxter murmurred, as Kimmel stepped just behind him, trying not to look over her shoulder at Drake.

“I’m offering you your life.”

“Come again?”

“Let me out. Arrange for a ‘mishap.’ Leave the cell unguarded for ten minutes. That’s all I need. And I promise I won’t have you killed.”

“People have tried to kill me before,” Baxter said. “It has a way of not working.”

“Yes, but you haven’t been on the Orion Syndicate’s radar. You’ve no idea…”

“Don’t I?” Baxter asked. He chuckled and looked at the padd he’d brought with him. “Let me just go back into our communication logs. Yes! Here it is! A message from the Orion Syndicate to the Federation, authorizing us to put you to death for actions contrary to the mission of the Syndicate.”

Potsran blanched. “What…you’re making that up!”

“Signed by the Chairman himself. Seems you’ve fallen out of favor with the Syndicate since the Drake incident.” Baxter glared over his shoulder at Drake. “I can sympathize. I’ve got a very uncomfortable meeting with my bosses tomorrow. Though I’m fairly confident they don’t want me put to death.”

“I suppose you want to gloat…” Potsran began, simmering.

“You’d think,” Baxter said. “But all I want to do is leave, and never see you again.”

“I still have friends. Powerful ones. Friends that can make life very uncomfortable for you.”

“Yeah. Well it’s already uncomfortable. Have a nice life,” Baxter said, and cast one more irritated glance at Drake. “You know, I think he’s single if you’re interested.”

Drake smiled at Potsran a little coyly as Baxter walked out, and Kimmel slowly followed, sparing one more glance at Drake.

“Single? Really?” Drake grinned. “You know, I’m a powerful woman. And I like powerful men…”

“Baxter! Come back!” Potsran shouted. “Put me to death! Please!”



“The boy is adept,” Chaka’kan said, standing next to Richards in the Explorer’s gym, as he mopped his brow from a two-hour soak in the steam room.

“Plato? Yeah I hear you’ve been teaching him some self-defense.”

“He will be a strong warrior one day,” Chaka said. “Although I may not.”

“Don’t you want to be a strong babysitter instead?” Richards asked. “I thought that was, you know, your thing.”

“Perhaps it once was,” Chaka said. “But after recent events, I’m not sure. I…experienced a great deal of satisfaction in the bloodshed I caused defending the ship. I’m curious as to what else may be out there. What other things about my Jem’Hadar nature have I yet to learn?”

“Maybe you should look into that,” Richards said. “You know, take some leave, go to the Gamma Quadrant and meet up with some real Jem’Hadar. I’m sure they’ll be happy… or the Jem’Hadar equivalent of happy…to talk to you about it.”

“I am an outcast there,” Chaka said, his shoulders sinking.

“I’m sure there are some Jem’Hadar who’d speak with you.”

“I’m afraid not.” Just then, Plato emerged from the gym, having switched back into his Wesley Crusher-model jumpsuit. “Of course, if I accompanied Plato on a trip to visit with the Founders…surely they’d be agreeable to speaking with me. And putting me in touch with some Jem’Hadar.”

“You mean like we talked about?” Plato asked, his face brightening. “You mean it?”

“We must simply speak with your mother and clear it with her. But I believe she’d see the wisdom in allowing you to visit with your people”

Richards held up his hands. “Hey, hey, hey! Wait just a sec. You want to take Plato to the Gamma Quadrant? And you think Janice will agree to this?”

“I think she will understand,” Chaka said, taking Plato’s hand. “Come, young one. We will speak to your mother. Then we will have tea and muffins.”

“YES!” Plato said, following Chaka’kan.

“Your advice was most appreciated,” Chaka called back to Richards. “I shall tell Janice you were instrumental in coming up with this plan of action.”

“Please don’t!” Richards called after them. “Damn it.”



“Everybody friends again?” Baxter asked as he stepped into the kitchen.

“Your father is moving his headquarters back aboard the Pathfinder,” Lucille said, wrapping an arm around Harlan as he sat at the kitchen table. “So, yes. Now I can keep a much better eye on him.”

“Frkin gdddmnnn sht,” Harlan muttered as he puffed on his cigar.

Baxter waved the smoke out of his face and coughed. “That’s…uh…great. Glad you guys were able to come to some agreement.”

“As long as your father doesn’t lose his commission,” Lucille said. “In which case I suppose it’s a moot point. He’ll be forced out of Starfleet in dishonor. Won’t have much left to do but live on the Pathfinder anyway.”

Harlan said nothing, just sat there and smouldered.

“Glad we got that settled,” Baxter said, glancing about. “Um…where’s Kelly?”

“She came down briefly,” Lucille said. “She asked where you were. I told her you went back to your ship. Then she left to draw up a diaper schedule or somesuch thing.”

“Oh,” Baxter said. “Great. Just great. Like my day could get any worse.”



“Sleeping in the middle of the afternoon, Donovan? Was your mission that strenuous, or do you just enjoy keeping bizarre hours?”

Ashley Donovan leaned up in bed, instantly awake, and stared at the black-clad man sitting in the chair opposite her bed. “Actually, I was up all night interrogating Maura Drake…for you, I might add.”

“And we’re immensely grateful.”

Ashley shook her head. “God, why do we always have to pop in on people like this.”

“You expected a love letter? Affectionate telegram, perhaps?”

“What do you want, Roddick?”

“What Section Thirty-One wants,” the smooth-featured young man with plastered-down blond hair said. “Anna Kimmel.”

“Have you guys completely fallen asleep at the helm?” Donovan asked, sliding forward in bed, toward Roddick, covering up her silk shorts and tank top with her sheets.

“That’s close enough,” Roddick said, gently patting the phaser laying on the arm of his chair. “I’d hoped to keep our conversation civilized.”

Ashley narrowed her eyes. “I have a phaser stored in a place where it’ll be very easy to shoot you. All I have to do is flex a muscle…”

Roddick raised an eyebrow. “Now that does sound…fun. But it doesn’t get us Kimmel. And you should know that we’re not going to stop until we have her.”

“What’s the point!” Ashley snapped back. “She’s useless! She only had one scrap of so-called omnipotent DNA in her, and Doctor Drake used that to make herself omnipotent. Kimmel never actually had any powers of her own.”

“That will be for us to determine.”

Ashley rubbed a tired hand over her face. “Do us a favor, take Doctor Drake instead.”

“There doesn’t seem to be any advantages to interrogating someone who’s insane. And we know everything she knows . We’ll leave her in the tender care of the Tantalus facility.”

“But why don’t you just use her DNA? She’s the one that actually turned frigging omnipotent!”

“Please, try to keep a modicum of professionalism,” Roddick said. “Let’s not let this get crass.”

“It already is crass. You’re sitting in my bedroom while I’m in my pajamas.”

“Shorts and a tanktop that doesn’t match hardly qualify as pajamas. And, to answer your question, we’d love to extract the DNA from Doctor Drake, but there’s none left.”

“Pardon?”

“We’ve scanned her thoroughly, as I’m sure you have. And I’m sure you’ll agree that whatever was in Doctor Drake that made her omnipotent is gone now. Thanks, no doubt, to the intervention of the Directors.”

“Who saved this universe, along with the Explorer and her crew.”

“True,” Roddick said. “And we’re ever so thankful for that. But now that the Universe is out of danger, we have business to conduct. And that business involves Anna Kimmel.”

“You’ll find nothing. I examined her, as did the Explorer’s science officer.”

“Would you believe we have slightly better scientists than yourself and Commander Tilleran? They’ll be better able to make that determination. And, if we determine in all certainty that Captain Kimmel is of no further danger to this Quadrant, or this Universe for that matter, she’ll be free to go.”

Ashley grimaced. “And if not?”

“Then we’ll kill her.” Roddick cocked his head as Ashley gritted her teeth. “Surely you haven’t gone so soft working on the Explorer that you can’t stomach killing a person to serve a better cause.”

“I can’t stomach this conversation. Trust me when I tell you Kimmel is no danger to anyone. She’s a harmless, decent person who deserves to live her life in peace! Why can’t you trust me on this?”

“Why should we trust you at all? You turned against us. Withheld information, disobeyed orders…”

“You guys really can hold a grudge.”

“We didn’t get where we are today by being benevolent, Commander. Don’t be so naive. What we’re doing is for the best and you know it.”

“I disagree.”

Roddick stood. “Be that as it may. Look, I came here as a professional courtesy. I didn’t need to inform you about our plans for Kimmel. I was actually authorized to come here and kill you.”

“Make one move and I’ll flex that muscle, and you’ll be a spot on my rug, Roddick.”

“As pleasant a thought as that is, I’ve actually got to be going. Be warned, though. If you interfere with us, we’ll kill you. And your friend Captain Baxter, too, and whoever else stands in our way.” Roddick turned and walked out of her bedroom.

“The hell you…” Ashley began, chasing after him. But he was already gone. “Damn it!” She hopped out of bed, jerked her pants on and pulled her tunic on over her head. She slapped her combadge. “Donovan to Baxter!”

There was no response. “Damn it again,” she mumbled, and dashed out of her room.



“This is nice,” Counselor Peterman said, sitting in the high-backed chair in her living room, looking about at the faces that surrounded her. Baxter, Kimmel, Harlan, and Lucille. Steffie was sitting on Baxter’s lap, clapping as he tickled her.

“Yes,” Lucille said flatly. “We should do this more often. I love what you’ve done with the place. Can we go?”

“Not yet,” Peterman said. “We’ve all been through a lot lately. This family has been put through an undeniable strain. Marriages have been put in jeopardy, relationships have been strained, and new relationships have been formed….”

Lucille arched an eyebrow. “Did you say marriages? As in plural?”

“No!” Peterman said quickly. “What I was getting at is that we need to spend some time together, reforming those family bonds that have been strained, and…” she glanced at Kimmel with a smile. “Forming new ones.”

“Sounds good to me,” Kimmel said. “And, later tonight, Andy and I are going to a championship hoverball game at Federation Center in New York, if you all want to join us. Don’t we have a whole box?”

“Yes, reserved especially for captains who disobey orders,” Baxter said ruefully. “Actually, they’re Dad’s seats.”

“Sounds like a great idea,” Peterman said, clasping her hands in her lap. “One I’m sure I’d have loved to hear about before now.”

“I was, um, going to tell you…” Baxter said, shifting on the couch beside Kimmel.

“We’ll need a babysitter,” Peterman said. “Or did you plan on me staying behind to take care of Steffie?”

Baxter smiled at Steffie and tickled her chin. “Not at all. I can call Chaka.”

“If he’s not busy!”

“Chaka is never busy. He’ll be fine with it.”

“Okay,” Peterman said, taking a deep breath. “That’s settled.”

“I feel more bonded already,” Lucille said, glaring at Peterman cattily.

“Good,” Peterman shot back.

“I gotta get to the office,” Harlan said, shoving out of his chair.

Suddenly, the sound of transporters filled the living room, and the group was surrounded by black-clad officers, all pointing phasers at them.

Baxter glanced about uneasily. “Uh, hello guys. The mortician convention is the next town over.”

A smooth-featured blond man stepped forward. “Captain Baxter, as always, your sense of humor is without equal.”

“Thanks,” Baxter said, shifting. “So you guys wouldn’t by any chance be Section Thirty-Two? The mailmen?”

“I think you know who we are, and why we’re here,” the man said, his eyes immediately going to Kimmel. “Give her to us, and I promise you,

we’ll leave the rest of you alone.”

“That’s a familiar tune,” Peterman muttered.

Harlan just nodded. “Mhmmm.”

“Follow your father’s lead, Captain,” the man said, stepping toward Kimmel. “Offer no resistence. Because, really, resistance will do you no good whatsoever.”

Baxter handed Steffie over to Peterman, then shot out of his seat, marching toward the man. “Resistence is what got us this far, and I worked too damn hard to get this far, to save Kimmel and civilization as we know it just to have a pissant like you walk in here with a few armed guards and take away my sister! No f***ing deal!”

“Boy!” Harlan snapped.

“Stop calling me boy!” Baxter said, turning on Harlan. “Damn you, Dad! I’m not your boy! I’m your son! I’m the same son you barely spoke to for half my adolescence. The same son you kept in the dark about Anna, until your hand was forced and you had to. I’m the same son you’ve been ordering around since you came aboard the Explorer, second guessing me on every single step I made, when your misstep is what got us in this mess in the first place!”

“This is touching,” the Section Thirty-One operative said. “But really, irrelevant.”

“Andy!” Peterman said between clenched teeth, wrapping her arms protectively around a whimpering Steffie. “I know I said you need to confront your father, but this is SO not the time!”

“No time like the f***ing present,” Baxter said, marching up next to Harlan. “I’ve kept this stuff under wraps for far too long. It’s about damn time you knew exactly how I feel.”

Harlan stared at Baxter, his shoulders rising and falling as he breathed hard, his cigar smouldering and spewing smoke.

“Well?” Baxter said. “What have you got to say? You want to tell me I’m full of sh**? You want to discipline me? Disagree? What? Because if you show even one shred of emotion, that’ll get us somewhere. That’s all I ask for. Show me some damned emotion!”

“You want emotion, boy?” Harlan seethed.

“YES!”

“I’ll show you emotion!” Harlan yanked his cigar out of his mouth, and in a smooth motion swung back. Baxter flinched, sure he’d get knocked silly, but that wasn’t Harlan’s aim. He slammed his cigar right into the eye of the nearest Section Thirty-One operative, causing him to shriek in pain and drop his phaser.

It never hit the ground. It landed in Harlan’s hand, and he shoved it up against the neck of the operative who’d spoken earlier. “You think I don’t know who you are, Roddick?” Harlan said between clenched teeth. “I know you put Donovan on this case. And you did it for only one reason. So you could get your hands on my daughter!”

Roddick didn’t flinch as the nose of the phaser was pressed to his jugular. The five other Thirty-One operatives stood tensed, ready, weapons all aimed on Harlan, as Baxter and the others looked on. “I assure you, sir, my motives were completely above-board.”

“If above-board means killing Kimmel, then yeah, I can believe that,” Harlan said, grinding his teeth.

“Only if she’s found to be a threat….”

Harlan pushed the phaser harder against Roddick’s neck. “The only threat in this room is you and your people. And that’s a threat that’s about to disappear.”

“You fire, and everyone in this room will die. Your wife, your son, your daughter, your granddaughter. And nobody will ever know what happened to them. It’ll all seem to be an accident. Which works out well, since I understand you have a very accident-prone family.”

“Don’t bring me into this!” Lucille said haughtily.

“All that may be true,” Harlan said. “But if you’re dead, you won’t really have a chance to enjoy that little victory, will you?”

“Surely we can come to some kind of compromise,” Roddick said, struggling to maintain his poise.

“Yeah, I’ve got a compromise for you,” Baxter said, stepping up to face Roddick. “You and your people get the hell out of here.”

“This is not like facing down the Orions,” Roddick sneered, looking to Baxter. “Section Thirty-One is everywhere. We will stop at nothing to get what we want. Surely even your pea brain can comprehend that!”

“Seems like we’re at a stalemate,” Harlan said.

“Indeed,” Roddick said, swallowing hard.

“Umm…” Kimmel said, pointing at the bay window.

“My people aren’t easily fooled, Kimmel,” Roddick said. “They won’t be tricked by some obvious misdirection attempt.”

“But…” Kimmel said, inching back against the couch, shielding herself with a pillow.

“Holy…sh**…” Peterman said in a soft voice, leaping to the ground, pulling Steffie down with her. “DUCK!”

At that, everyone turned to the window just in time to see a standard-issue Cochrane-class Starfleet shuttle smash into the bay window, sending glass flying everywhere. Its phasers lanced out, felling Roddick and the others in rapid succession, leaving Harlan and Baxter, and the others, standing in the rubble of the living room, confused, as Steffie wailed.

The shuttle soft-landed, and its hatch opened. Ashley leapt out, stepping over the jagged window frame and ducking into the living room. “Everyone all right?”

“Depends on your definition,” Harlan said, looking at Baxter. “What took you so long?”

“They blocked the Explorer’s transporters, and all ship to shore communication from the Starbase and orbiting satellites. So I had to steal a shuttle and blast my way out of the bay.” She shrugged. “The Explorer’s being repaired anyway, so what’s one more dent?”

“Thank goodness we weren’t docked inside the Starbase,” Baxter said. “You’d never have gotten out.”

“Yeah, I don’t really deal in hypotheticals,” Ashley said dismissively. “Anyway, anybody in here need a doctor?”

“Just some serious counseling,” Anna Kimmel said, dusting herself off and helping Peterman up.

“Don’t look at me,” Peterman said, cradling a softly crying Steffie. “I’m about ready for some counseling myself, especially after I just finished decorating this stupid room.” She glanced at Ashley. “Well, looks like you finally served a useful purpose.”

“Yeah, you’re welcome,” Ashley muttered.

Lucille glanced around at the group. “For Pete’s sake, just be thankful that this lovely blonde woman came along when she did.”

“Yes, you’re quite timely,” Peterman said, glaring at Ashley.

“It’s my job,” Ashley said. She turned to Harlan and Baxter. “Well then, if there are no mortal injuries, the three of us need to talk. Now.”



“Want to talk about it?” Mirk asked, casually wiping the bar as Doctor Browning sat there, staring vacantly at the rear wall of the bar. “I’ve got nothing better to do, since all my regulars are currently enjoying shore leave.”

“Not sure there’s anything to talk about,” Browning said. “I’ve been mulling a very interesting proposition.”

Mirk leaned forward. “Tell me more.”

“Chaka’kan wants me to take Plato to the Gamma Quadrant so that he can get back in touch with his Changeling roots. And, I guess, so Chaka can get in touch with his Jem’Hadar roots.”

“Interesting,” Mirk said. “I can understand the appeal, though. I often wish I could go back to Malox.”

“But I’m not sure what to do. The wormhole isn’t exactly a short trip. And after speaking with the Dominion consulate, I’m told that the Founders would want Plato to stay at least two months, so that they could fully ‘instruct him in the ways of the Link,’ whatever that means.”

“Would that be so bad?” Mirk asked.

“That’s what I’m mulling.”

“It’s a chance for Plato to learn about a huge part of where he came from. And it’s a chance for you to spend some quality time with him away from the Explorer.”

“I did quit my job in Sickbay, so it would be fairly easy to get away,” Browning said. “But it’s a long trip, and Plato’s ties to the Dominion aren’t exactly something I’m comfortable thinking about.”

“Maybe that’s the best reason to go,” Mirk said. “Don’t you think Plato’s not comfortable thinking about it, too?”

“I know he’s not. And I know it’s part of why he’s been so difficult lately, even if he won’t admit as much.”

“Sounds like you already made up your mind.”

Browning smiled at Mirk. “Well, you helped some.”

“Glad to be of service.”

“Speaking of vacations, why aren’t you down spending time with Commander Hartley instead of sitting around this empty bar?”

Mirk thought about that. “That’s a very good question, Doctor.”

“Maybe you need to get back to your roots too,” Browning said, and shoved off the barstool.

“The Delta Quadrant?”

“Your wife,” she grinned.

“Doctor, you’re a wise woman,” Mirk said, putting down the cloth and stepping out from behind the bar.

“So I’m told,” Browning said, looping her arm around Mirk’s as the pair left the club.



“I can’t believe you stuck your cigar in that guy’s eye,” Captain Baxter said, shifting in his chair at the head of the conference table a bit, as he and Harlan sat in the empty, somewhat chilly, conference lounge. As usual, his dress uniform felt tight and itched. Baxter detested formalities.

Beside him, Harlan folded his hands on top of the table. “It seemed the best way to take the man by surprise.”

“I’ll say. The doctors at Starfleet Security say they’ll have to replicate a new eye for him.”

“Unfortunate,” Harlan mumbled. He glanced at Baxter. “Did you mean those things you said? Or were you just trying to rile me?”

“I meant every one of them. But yes, I was also trying to rile you. Whatever that means.”

Harlan nodded. “You’re right.”

“About what?”

Harlan faced the front of the room. “Let’s leave it at that.”

“At what?”

“That you’re right.”

Baxter rubbed his chin. “Did you just apologize to me, Dad?”

“No. I just told you you’re right.”

“About everything?”

“I never said that.”

“I’ve got to tell you, Dad. I’m feeling all warm and fuzzy inside.”

“I’ve tried hard to do right by you, son. Sometimes I have, sometimes I haven’t. You’ll find the same damn thing out with Stephanie. But, at the end of the day, if you’re proud of who you’ve raised, and what they’ve done, it makes all those mistakes a hell of a lot more palatable.”

“And…you’re saying…what exactly?”

“F*** sakes, boy, you want me to kiss you and hug you?” Harlan snapped.

“Well, maybe the hug…” Baxter said softly.

“Straighten up and be a man. You’re about to be browbeaten by half a dozen flag officers.”

“I think I’ve been trained well for that,” Baxter said with a grin.

“Yeah, well,” Harlan muttered. “This’ll be harsh. Take it like a man and be done with it.”

Baxter reached out and touched Harlan’s hand, squeezing it. “Thanks, Dad. It means a lot that you’re proud of me.”

“Never said that,” Harlan said, as the doors opened, and Admiral Nechayev, along with Commodore Woodall and four other admirals, filed in.



Feeling rested, though a little hung over, and wearing a khaki shorts and a deep blue blouse, as well as a large pile of shiny beads around her neck, Lt. Commander Tilleran emerged from the transporter room.

She came face to face with Lt. J’hana.

“We need to talk,” J’hana said plainly.

“Can I get settled in first?”

“No. We must talk now.”

“Fine,” Tilleran said. “Walk with me, then.”

“Where is Lieutenant Commander Hartley?”

Tilleran shrugged. “Mirk beamed down to join us, and they stayed behind at one of the hotels in the French Quarter. Something about reliving old times.”

“Fascinating,” J’hana said.

“Yeah. Guess they have the market cornered on what it takes to keep a relationship going,” Tilleran said.

“Was Ensign Stuart your idea?” J’hana blurted.

“Is that why you ambushed me outside the transporter room? Stuart?”

“He is weak. You could have done better.”

“It wasn’t my idea. It was Hartley’s.”

“I hope she enjoys her visit to Earth. It will be her last.”

“Don’t be so melodramatic,” Tilleran said, stepping into the opening turbolift doors. “Deck Nine,” she said. “She was just trying to cheer you up.”

“I don’t need consoling, or a consolation prize.”

“Well, you need something,” Tilleran said. “Even if you seem outwardly happy, I know you’re hurting.”

“That is no longer your concern.”

“And talk like that isn’t helping matters.”

“I don’t have to help matters.”

Tilleran turned to face J’hana as the doors to the turbolift opened. “For Rixx sake, J’hana! I want things to be normal between us!”

“Then you should not have ended our relationship.”

“Right,” Tilleran said, and walked out of the turbolift. J’hana followed. “Don’t blame all this on me. You’ve got things you need to work out on your own. I’d just be a distraction anyway.”

“You’re correct. Thank you for helping me. But send no more ensigns my way. The next one will die.”

Tilleran stopped and turned. “You didn’t…hurt Stuart, did you?”

“He is recovering in sickbay,” J’hana said, then grinned toothily. “However, he will have a story to tell his children, and his children’s children.”

“You…”

“Until long after he lost consciousness, yes,” J’hana said. “Not altogether unenjoyable. But he is far too squeamish for my tastes.”

“You’re a one-woman wrecking crew, J’hana,” Tilleran said.

“In so many ways,” J’hana replied as Tilleran walked up to the doors to her cabin.

Tilleran keyed open the door, then turned around. “So…talk to you later?”

“Eventually,” J’hana said enigmatically, and walked off.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. After what I can confidently say was the most excruciating six hours of my life, I’m happy to report I’m back home in Maryland, surrounded by wife and family. Admiral Nechayev and the others weren’t exactly forgiving. No big surprise there. But at the very least, I’d have expected a bit more thankfulness for the whole saving the Universe thing. Oh well. Live and learn, eh?



“Starfleet Academy?” Counselor Peterman asked, pacing the living room. “What? They want you to teach a class?”

Baxter sunk in his chair. “Not exactly teach.”

Peterman whirled to face him. “They want you to TAKE a class?”

Baxter nodded, covering his face. “Yeah. Command Decisions 101.”

“Didn’t they read your logs?”

“We deleted all the logs, remember? But I don’t think they would have helped much.”

“This is ridiculous!” Peterman snapped. “Can’t you appeal?”

“To who? Who’s above the Commander in Chief of Starfleet?”

“Bradley Dillon, that’s who!” Peterman said.

“I’ve called in my last favor from Dillon,” Baxter said. “Nope. I’m going to take my punishment like a man.”

“But a semester at Starfleet Academy…you’ll be gone for months!” Peterman brightened. “Unless…you requested to take the course over the Federnet…”

“That particular course isn’t offered over the Federnet.”

“This is beautiful. Just beautiful,” Peterman said. “After months of uncertainty and chaos, we finally get our lives back, and now I have to send you off to school!”

“It’s only a few months…”

Peterman sighed. “I suppose you want me and Steffie to stay with you while you go to class?”

Baxter shrugged. “If you wanna.”

“Given the alternative, I suppose I’ve got no choice.”

“You’re the best, Kelly,” Baxter said, pulling Peterman down into his lap and kissing her deeply on the mouth. “Did I mention I love you?”

“That’s not going to get you out of this one, buddy,” Peterman said, pushing off Baxter’s lap.

“Anyway, we’ve got a couple months before the next semester starts.”

Peterman took a deep breath. “Terrific. What about your father?”

“A slap on the wrist, more or less. And he got reinstated to the Explorer project, which you might also consider a punishment.” Baxter shook his head.

“Is that all?”

“Well, not really. Turns out he had a shot at being Commander-in- Chief once Nechayev’s term was up.”

“But not anymore?”

“Apparently blowing off Starfleet and getting in bed…so to speak…with Section Thirty-One isn’t exactly Commander-in-Chief-type behavior.”

“Your father must be devastated.”

“Can’t tell,” Baxter said. “You know how he is. Not one to express himself.”

Just then, Ashley Donovan came down the steps. “The upstairs is secure. No homing devices or spy probes.”

“That’s a relief,” Peterman said.

“Where’s Kimmel?” Ashley asked.

“She’s…outside,” Baxter said.

“You know I’m on a schedule, right?”

Baxter nodded. “Yeah.”

“What did you tell Starfleet?”

“What we agreed to,” Baxter said, and stood. “I guess I need to go out there and talk to her.”

“Remind her that we’re on a schedule!” Ashley called after him.

“It’s been a joy having you around,” Peterman muttered.

“Oh, while I was up there, I noticed your daughter crapped her pants,” Ashley sneered. “Have fun with that!”

“I really loathe you,” Peterman said, and headed up the stairs.



Baxter stepped out onto the front porch, finding Kimmel sitting on a bench, staring out at the grass and trees, and the long driveway that led out to the rebuilt town of Salisbury.

“Hey,” he said. “Mind if I join you?”

“Might as well,” Kimmel said. “It’s your last chance.”

Baxter sat beside Kimmel, following her gaze out into the woods. “You know, if there was any other way…”

Kimmel nodded. “You risked everything to keep me safe, Andy. I know if there was any way you could have prevented this, you would have.”

“Section Thirty-One won’t give up until they have you. And Ashley is the perfect person to make sure that never happens…even if it does mean going into hiding. Besides, I’m sure you two will have a great time together.”

“Yeah, she seems nice.”

“Only you could make that sound believable,” Baxter said with a chuckle.

“Yeah,” Kimmel said, nodding. “You told Starfleet?”

Baxter nodded. “As far as they know, you’re in Thirty-One’s hands right now. They were actually shocked it took them so long to abduct you.”

“So that’s that.”

“Yes,” Baxter said. “I’d promise to write you all the time, but Ashley told me I can’t.”

“Nothing that can be traced,” Kimmel said. “Yeah. I know.”

“Apparently, the sector she’s taking you to is really nice. I can’t be sure, though, since she won’t tell me where she’s taking you.”

“Probably safer that way, huh?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. Just then, his front door creaked open and Ashley leaned out.

“Schedule!” she said.

“Just a minute!” Baxter said, and she ducked back inside. He turned to Kimmel. “Look, Anna…”

“I know. There’s a lot you want to say, but you don’t have the time.”

“This stinks,” Baxter said, staring at the floorboards of the porch. “This f***ing stinks. After everything we went through…to lose you now…”

Kimmel smiled, her eyes glinting in the falling sunlight. “Yeah, it does stink, Andy. But would you rather not know you had a sister?”

“I know. And it helps to know that you’ll be out there, somewhere, and that you’ll be okay.”

“Ashley would rather you not think about me, either,” Kimmel said with a laugh. “You know, in case your mind gets probed or something.”

“She’s a real piece of work,” Baxter said. “So are you, Anna. But in a good way.”

“Your father wouldn’t want us getting mushy about this,” Kimmel said, reaching up to touch Baxter’s cheek. “So how about we just grunt something unintelligible and say so long?”

Baxter cleared his throat, blinked a little, then leaned forward and kissed Kimmel on her forehead. “So long, Anna.”

“You can get mushy if you wanna, but I won’t condone it,” a voice said, and Kimmel and Baxter looked up to find Harlan looming there over him, still in his dress uniform, but now wearing a pair of silver, reflective sunglasses..

“Dad…?” Baxter asked.

“Beamed in a few seconds ago,” Harlan muttered, sitting on the other side of Kimmel. “Security’s pretty damn lax around here. Yer Mom sends her love. Whatever.”

“Thanks for coming,” Baxter said, a smile crossing his face.

Harlan looked at Kimmel. “You be careful out there. Commander Donovan will see to all your needs. But you’ve gotta be on your toes. Never know when Thirty-One will turn up.”

“I’ll be fine, sir.”

Harlan grunted, straightened, then stood up, then put his hand on Kimmel’s shoulder. “Call me Dad.”

She grinned. “I’ll be fine…Dad.”

“Yeah,” he said hoarsely. “You’ll be fine. Baxter to Pathfinder. One to beam up.”

Baxter watched as his father dematerialized.

“Why was he wearing sunglasses?” Kimmel said, wrinkling her nose curiously. “The sun’s almost down.”

“Some things will forever be a mystery,” Baxter said wryly, standing and taking Kimmel’s hand. He pulled her into a tight, long- lasting hug. “And some things wont,” he added as he squeezed.

“Ahem,” Ashley said from behind them. “Hate to break in on this lovely family moment, but we have a lifetime exile to get to.”

“Doesn’t she paint a lovely picture?” Peterman asked, leaning against the open doorway.

“She’s right,” Kimmel said, stepping up next to Ashley. “Let’s get this overwith.”

Baxter nodded, as Peterman stepped out, putting an arm around his waist. “Beam out, or up, or whatever you need to do, Ashley. And take care of her.” He looked at Kimmel and smiled. She smiled back, and that somehow said everything.

“I’ll miss you too,” Ashley said with a grin, slapping a control on her wrist. The pair quite suddenly dematerialized–to who knew where– and Baxter quite suddenly felt like he was being dragged down by ten ton weights.

He moved over to the bench and sat down heavily. Peterman sat beside him, leaning against his shoulder, interlacing her fingers with his.

“You handled that well,” she said softly.

“You’ve no idea,” Baxter said tightly.

“You know you can cry now, right?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, and leaned his head on hers.



TWO WEEKS LATER. . .



“Thanks for walking with me,” Doctor Browning said, shifting her satchel on her shoulder as Baxter walked silently beside her toward the transporter room.

“No problem. I didn’t have much else to do today anyway.”

“How are you holding up?”

Baxter shrugged. “Fine.”

“You know, if you want to talk…”

“You’ll be unreachable in the Gamma Quadrant.”

Browning took Baxter’s hand and gripped it. “Just a subspace relay call away.”

“And you’re sure I can’t talk you out of this?”

“Pretty sure,” Browning said. “I told you, Plato and Chaka and I have talked about it extensively. Starfleet even likes the idea, which is why they sent the Orleans to pick me up.”

“They really must hate me,” Baxter said. “I hear it was Woodall’s idea to send the Orleans.”

“You don’t have to talk to Captain Sullivan if you don’t want to. But if you like, I’ll try to make nice with her on the way to the Gamma Quadrant.”

“That’d be great,” Baxter said, stepping into the transporter room, where Plato and Chaka were already standing on the transporter padd. Baxter nodded at Ensign Yang, who stood at the transporter controls. “Ensign, you’re dismissed.” He turned to Chaka as Yang left. “Now, then, mister, I assume you realize you’re under orders to protect these two with your life.”

“I would anyway, Captain.”

Baxter patted him on the shoulder. “That a boy.” He turned to Plato. “Young man, you behave. No swimming in the, uh…deep end…of the Founders.”

“There’s no deep end Uncle Andy,” Plato said with a laugh. “It doesn’t work that way.”

“Well, whatever. Have a good time.”

“I will,” Plato said. “Uh, watch out…”

Baxter suddenly felt Browning’s arms wrap around him tightly. She looked up at him.

“We’ll be back in a couple months, Andy.”

“Right, right,” Baxter said. “Take your time. You don’t work for Starfleet anymore, so it’s not like I can order you to come back.”

Browning smiled. “But I will be back.”

“You’d better. Don’t want me to waste away on replicated food.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Browning said, and stepped up on the transporter pad.

Baxter walked behind the transporter console and keyed up the coordinates of the Orleans, making sure her shields were down, and her transporter room was ready to receive its passengers.

Browning glanced at the doors to the transporter room expectantly.

Baxter looked up. “I, uh, don’t think he’s coming, Janice.”

“Yeah. Yeah, me neither,” Browning said. “I guess you can go ahead and initialize.”

“Energize, Janice,” Baxter said with a small smile, and slid the slidebars up on the transporter panel, beaming Browning, Plato, and Chaka off the ship.

He stepped out of the transporter room, nodding at Ensign Yang, then headed for the turbolift to the bridge. For reasons unknown, he smiled broadly. Despite all the events of the last couple weeks, and the last few months, he actually felt really good.

There was even a little spring in his step as he boarded the turbolift, and ordered it to the bridge.



Commander Richards sat in the vacant Constellation Club, facing its massive, oblong viewports, and staring at the Steamrunner-class starship Orleans outside.

“Have a great trip, Janice,” he said softly, lifting his drink (the fourth one this afternoon) at the Orleans at it pivoted, then shot off into warp.

“You are alone,” a voice said from behind him.

Richards didn’t turn around, but the basso voice, and the blue reflection in the viewport, told him everything he needed to know. “Yeah, J’hana, I am.”

“I just came to say thank you,” J’hana said. “But if you would prefer to remain alone, I understand…”

“No, as a matter of fact, I don’t prefer to remain alone,” Richards said, inclining his head to the seat next to him. “Have a seat, Commander. Now what are you thanking me about?”

“Exactly that, sir,” J’hana said, sitting stiffly beside him. “My reinstatement to Lieutenant Commander.”

“It was long overdue. Andy and I were just looking for an excuse to do it. Saving the ship from a horde of Orions was as good a reason as any.”

“Two hundred and seven Orions,” J’hana said. “I kept count.”

“I know,” Richards said, and sipped his Tom Cochrane. “Good work.”

“I’m glad you think so.”

“You need to relax, J’hana,” Richards said. “You’re so…erect.”

“Speak for yourself, sir.”

“I had that coming,” Richards said, with a nervous laugh. “Can I get you a drink?”

J’hana cocked her head, antennae twitching. “You are making a romantic advance. Humans are so…transparent.”

Richards thought about it. “Heh. I guess we are at that. So, is that a no?”

J’hana shook her head. “It is a warning. Because you’ve already been gravely injured once this year.”

“So I have,” Richards said. “Then again, nothing ventured…” He stood to head over to the bar. “Anyways, what can I get you? Something caustic, I imag–”

He was cut off as J’hana dragged him by the back of his uniform down into his lap and kissed him deeply, then body-slammed him to the floor and leapt on top of him. “You’ve been warned!” she roared.

“Help!” Richards squeaked.



On the bridge, Baxter sat in his command chair, rapping his fingers idly on the chair-arm. “Engineering reports we’re ready to get underway,” Tilleran said. “Should I have Richards and J’hana report to the bridge?”

“Nah,” Baxter said. “Let them have their rest. They deserve it.” He looked up as Peterman stepped down to the command area and sat down in the seat to his left.

“Steffie seems to really be enjoying her Toddlercise class,” she said. “She was giggling like crazy when I left her.”

Baxter raised an eyebrow. “The holographic Richard Simmons is online?”

“And energetic as ever,” Peterman said with a smile. “And quite handsome, if I do say so myself.”

“Glad to see we’re putting technology to a fitting use,” Baxter said, adjusting in his seat.

“I’m just glad Steffie has other toddlers to play with now. I think she got a little despondent during all that time the non-essential crew were gone.”

“Can a two-year-old get despondent?” Baxter asked.

“Interesting question,” Tilleran piped up from sciences. “Research shows…”

“She’s not two yet!” Peterman said quickly.

“Stop worrying,” Baxter said, putting his hand over Peterman’s. “We have plenty of time before she grows up and starts hating us.”

“You think?”

“I’m reasonably sure,” Baxter said with a grin, and leaned over, kissing Peterman on the cheek.

“What was that for?” she whispered.

“For worrying about stuff like that,” Baxter whispered back, and squeezed her hand. He turned back to the front of the bridge. “Now, then, as I understand it, we’ve got a mission to get to.”

Tilleran nodded, pulling up the mission parameters on her screen. “Pretty boring stuff. Mapping mission to the Yevaran Sector.”

“You know, boring doesn’t sound half bad,” Baxter said. “Let’s go. Lieutenant Madera, if you don’t mind…”

“Sir!” Keefler piped up from tactical. “We’re getting a distress call from the Federation Colony on Aldebran. Apparently, the Colony Leader has started ordering everyone to wear their underwear outside their clothes.”

“You’re kidding,” Peterman said.

“Ridiculous,” Tilleran said.

“Sounds like a job for the Explorer,” Baxter said, and couldn’t help but laugh. “Keefler, contact the colony and let them know we’re on our way. And tell them to…hehe…keep their pants on. Madera, lay in a course for Aldebran and engage at maximum warp. It’s about time we got back to our roots…”

After all, if the Explorer didn’t come to the rescue of loonies and rejects, who would?



SECTOR 21992 OUTSKIRTS OF FEDERATION SPACE



The spectacled man sat at the bar, slowly sipping his strawberry daiquiri.

“Y-you Ficker?” a voice asked from behind him.

“Who wants to know?” the man replied.

“I…I spoke to you on subspace, a few days ago. You said you could help me?”

Without looking back, Ficker nodded. “You say you left Starfleet?”

“Yeah,” the guy said. “Well, more like I was pushed out.”

“Incompetence?”

“Let’s not get crazy…”

“Already been there, my friend.” Ficker sipped his drink. “So if not incompetence, then what?”

“I, um, sort of misplaced a warp core.”

“Sounds serious.”

“My captain thought so.”

“What does he know?”

“You said you could help me.”

“You’ve got engineering training?”

“I was a solid ‘C’ student in warp dynamics at the Academy.”

“C-student, eh?”

“I had some bad breaks, so what?”

“So it sounds like I can help you. Pull up a seat, Lieutenant.”

“I’m not a lieutenant anymore,” the man said, sitting beside Ficker.

“Yes you are. Because, on my ship, rejects aren’t thrown away. They get a second chance.”

“At what?”

Ficker turned to face the man–a boy, really. He was gaunt and freckled, and not at all intimidating. Just the type he was looking for. “At getting back at Starfleet for rejecting you in the first place.”

“But I thought you only had one ship…”

“It’s a hell of a ship. You interested?”

“Yeah,” the lieutenant said, shaking Ficker’s hand. “Yeah I am.”

Ficker smiled broadly. “Then welcome aboard, son. I think you’ll fit right in.”



THE END.
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