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The Pirate and the Penguin - An Aerostar-A Adventure



“Now and then we had a hope that if we lived and were good, God would permit us to be pirates.”



Mark Twain



Prologue



STARBASE 228



“It’s a nice day to govern a starbase, isn’t it, Lieutenant?” Commander Filip Gustav said as he stared out over the station’s operation center. “Kind of balmy. Peaceful.”

“The station isn’t balmy, sir,” Lieutenant Melina Voyd, Gustav’ Betazoid first officer, said as she stood next to her commanding officer, a bear of a man; sturdy, of Nordic descent, she fancied. “It’s perfectly climate controlled. Would you like it to be balmy?”

“No, no. It was just an expression. Never mind.”

“Would you like to see the morning’s freight reports?” Voyd asked

“Are they interesting? Intriguing, even?”

“I’m afraid not. A few shipments going out to outfit the new communications array in Sector 21202, a relief ship to Cardassia, and a Tellarite freighter carrying eighteen tons of potato salad to the Federation Day picnic on Kaverius Prime.”

“Did you say…potato salad?” the Commander asked, his eyebrow arched.

“Yes, sir.”

“Eighteen tons? For God’s sake, somebody check to make sure it’s not radioactive.”

“We’re right on top of that, sir.”

“Still.” Gustav scratched his head. “Eighteen tons!”

“It’s a big crowd, sir. The fried chicken is being delivered via Galaxy-class starship.”

Gustav chuckled. “Do I even want to know who’s bringing soda?”

“The Bolians, sir.”

“I was being rhetorical.”

“It would be great if you’d give me a heads up next time.”

“You’re telepathic.”

“Yes. But not a very good one, I’m afraid.”

Gustav nodded. “That’s a shame.” He turned around. “Well, if the morning won’t get any more interesting than this, I’m going to head to my office and do some real wor–”

Suddenly the red alert klaxons blared, and Voyd’s hands were instantly on her panel. “Sir! A Klingon Bird of Prey just decloaked fifty kilometers off our docking bay, weapons hot!”

“Delivering baked beans?” Gustav asked wryly.

“They’re firing on the Milwaukee, sir!”

“Is that she ship with the beer?”

Voyd shook her head, trying not to show her annoyance. “It’s the Federation freighter that’s delivering supplies to Cardassia.”

“Get the civilian traffic out of the way. Target the Klingon ship and fire weapons, engines only.”

“The Klingons are going to evasive…” Voyd said as she ran the weapons control.

Gustav watched the Klingon ship bob and weave on the screen, maneuvering around the helplessly cornered Federation freighter. “Why would the Klingons…”

“Science readings, sir,” the voice of Ensign Eddie Kasper piped up from the aft science console. “Those aren’t Klingons aboard the Bird of Prey…”

“Then who?” Gustav asked, turning. “Don’t tell me the Bajorans…”

“No, actually,” Voyd asked, glancing up from her docking console. “The lifesigns are Cardassian.”

“Why would Cardassians be attacking their own shipment?”

“For the irony?” Kasper offered.

“Also reading one human lifesign on the lead ship.”

“I don’t care if they’re Iconian. Contact that ship. And target quantum torpedoes. They need to know we intend to defend that shipment.”

“We’re getting a response,” Voyd said.

“Put it on screen.”

The viewscreen crackled to life with the image of a tall, leather- clad woman with long, blonde hair tied back in a ponytail. She leaned against the command chair on the bridge of the old Bird-of-Prey, and folded her leather-gloved hands as she regarded Gustav with a skeptical eye. “Morning, Commander,” she said in a rich British accent. “Sorry to interrupt breakfast.”

“Stand down immediately, and surrender your ships,” Gustav said. “I don’t know who you are, but you are in violation of interstellar law. Lower your shields so we can beam aboard and arrest you.”

The woman giggled impishly, and put her wrists out. “Oh, by all means, Commander, take me away! I’ve been such a bad girl!”

“Leave that freighter alone!” Gustav rumbled.

The woman’s voice grew serious. “’Fraid I can’t do that, old boy.” She gave a slight nod, off-screen. “You see, this cargo is going to the Cardassian interim government. It’s not going to the people who need it. That’s where I come in.”

“Quantums ready to fire at your command,” Voyd said from behind Gustav.

“She’s beaming the cargo off the freighter, sir! Right through their shields!” Kasper said.

“Nice talking to you, Commander,” the woman said, snapping off a mock-salute.

“Who are you?” Gustav demanded.

“The name is Bain. Deidre Bain.”

“Fire quantums, disable those ships!” Gustav ordered.

Voyd’s hands skipped over the controls, but she looked up, shaking her head. “Can’t do it, sir. They just cloaked.”

“Well, then. We’ve got a problem,” Gustav muttered. “We’ve always known Cardassian privateers were a concern, but this is the first raiding party I know of led by a human.”

“A human named Bain,” Voyd said thoughtfully.

“That name mean anything to you?” Gustav asked.

Voyd shrugged. “Nope.”



Chapter One



U.S.S. AEROSTAR-A



“Something isn’t right,” Captain David Conway said, after stepping out of his readyroom.

“Did you put your shoes on the wrong feet again, sir?” Ford asked from the command chair.

“Do you still work here?” Conway snapped, stepping up toward the command area. “I mean, something doesn’t feel right around here.” He glanced around at the other bridge staff. The beeping consoles. People silently going about their jobs. Something was just…wrong.

“Everyone seems too…”

“Good-looking?” Ford asked.

“No,” Conway said, rubbing his chin.

“Efficient?” Ford offered.

“Nope.” Conway glanced around again. “Everyone’s too quiet. Nobody’s talking.”

“It’s a busy day, sir. We’re cataloging a quasar.”

“Yeah. I know, you’re just fascinated by this mission,” Conway said, and sat down in the chair beside Ford. “Sorry they can’t all be barn- burners.”

“I can’t help it if I want a little action every now and then. When was the last time anything interesting happened around here?”

“The giant bunnies come to mind,” Saral said softly from the helm consoles.

“Please don’t bring them up again,” Ford said, rubbing his eyes.

“You’re the one who fed them carrots,” Conway said.

“Bunnies are SUPPOSED to eat carrots!”

“Not the bunnies on Falspar Seven!” Conway snapped. “Now why did I come out here again?”

“Because something just isn’t right?” Ford offered.

“Yeah,” Conway said. “Are we anywhere on that?”

“Oh, yes sir,” Ford said. “A full investigation is in the offing.”

“You’re patronizing me, aren’t you, Ford?”

“Your investigative skills are finely honed, Captain.”

“Why haven’t we switched chairs yet?” Conway asked, staring at Ford.

“You…never asked.”

“That’s because you’re supposed to stand up when I come in and move back to the helm. That’s the way we rehearsed it, damn it.” He looked around the bridge. “For Pete’s sake, you people know this. When I come on the bridge, Ford goes to the helm console. Then Ensign Garrity gets up from the helm, and relieves the crewman at the auxiliary science console…”

“Skyler, sir,” the crewman spoke up. “Brenna Skyler. Grew up on Jupiter, but will always be a Martian girl at heart…”

“Whatever,” Conway said, cutting her off. “And then Skyler, whoever she is, goes into the turbolift, and disappears to whatever netherworld she goes to, until we need her again.”

“I like to play chess,” Skyler said, sinking behind her station a little.

“You hurt Skyler’s feelings,” Ford said, mock-pouting.

“She’ll live,” Conway said. “Now go sit at the helm so I can sit out here and feel useful.”

“I’d rather not, sir.”

Conway glared at him. “And what the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“I’m afraid I can’t go into any more detail at the moment.”

“Are you messing with me? It’s not my birthday, so…”

Ford held up a hand. “Don’t worry, sir. You said you never wanted a surprise party, and we’ve honored that. We’ll never throw you a party of any kind.”

Conway folded his arms. “Good. Now get out of my chair.”

“Can’t do it.”

“Why the hell not?”

“You’re in a mood, this morning, aren’t you?” Ford asked.

“Maybe. And you sure aren’t making it any better.”

“That wounds me,” Ford said. “Still, it’s best if you go back to your readyroom for…” Ford glanced down at a readout on the chair arm. “Another six minutes.”

Conway scratched his head. “What’s happening in six minutes?”

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you.”

“ARGHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Conway growled, yanking at his hair.

“You’re really going to regret being mean to me in…five minutes and eighteen seconds.”

“WHY?”

“Because he’s doing something you should have done a long time ago, dear,” a voice said from the back of the bridge, and Conway froze.

“Alexa?” he asked without turning around.

“You’re five minutes early,” Ford said, glancing down at his readout. “Well, four minutes, fifty-two seconds.”

“Stop trying to act like Larkin,” Conway said, and walked up to the back of the bridge to join Dr. Alexa Lanham, who was wearing a flowing white silk robe, and matching culottes and blouse. She finished it off with a wide-brimmed hat.

“Are we going on a bee-keeping expedition?” he asked.

“No, silly,” Lanham said, pinching Conway’s cheek. “We’re going on a vacation. On the honeymoon we never had.”

“But why…”

“Because it’s obviously your anniversary today sir!” Ford blurted quickly, jogging up to Conway’s side.

“Yes!” Conway said, nodding at Ford. “Yes. Yes it is. And what a great job you did planning a little getaway for us on our anniversary. Two or three days…”

“Weeks,” Ford said, leaning toward Conway.

“Two weeks?”

“Three weeks.”

Conway turned on Ford. “That’s almost a month!”

“Isn’t that nice?” Alexa asked. “We both have the leave saved up. So why not?”

“And you’ll love where you’re going,” Ford said, patting Conway on the back. “I’ve heard lots of good things about the place.”

One phrase cycled through Conway’s mind: Please be Fondar’s NASCAR Planet. Please be Fondar’s NASCAR Planet. Please be Fondar’s NASCAR Planet. . .

“Yes,” Alexa said. “Rubicon Three is very nice this time of year.”

“Rubicon…Three?” Conway asked, cocking his head. “The planet of pleasure?”

“They don’t call it that,” Lanham said. “But yes. There’s lots of pleasure to be had. Frommer’s Galactiguide rates it second only to Risa. It has everything Risa has except for the paying for sex.”

“Shame,” Ford said, shaking his head. “Anyway, you two will have a great time.”

Conway looked back at Ford. “Wait a minute…I can’t go off on a three-week trip. Commander Larkin’s away at a positronics conference with Lieutenant Kamtezen.”

“What’s your point?” Ford asked. “Are you saying I can’t command the ship for a while? Larkin will be back in 10 days, at which time I’ll gladly turn the reigns of the Aerostar over to her.”

“If there’s a ship left,” Gellar offered.

“Shush,” Ford said. “Don’t worry, Captain. I’ll take good care of the ship.”

“And I’m taking care of Bucky,” Gellar said half-heartedly. “Your corgi’s in good hands with me, sir.”

“And this is non-negotiable,” Lanham said, cupping a hand on Conway’s face. “We need this time together. Badly.”

Conway stared blankly at Lanham a moment. She was right, though. Over the last year, she’d gone off on a number of independent science expeditions. First to the former Cardassian Union. Then to investigate the snarkeling snorkwillies.of Abysma Prime. Then to scale the sideways mountain on Mountainius. Meanwhile, Conway had gone about the daily business of captaining the Aerostar.

Besides, they’d never had a proper honeymoon, due in large part to the fact that he began serving 30 days in a Federation penal colony immediately after the wedding ceremony. And all because he’d, quite innocently, attempted to alter time. The Federation had such a narrow view of “right” and “wrong.”

The closest thing to a honeymoon they’d had, in fact, was the conjugal visit…

“Conjugal visit,” Conway reminisced, his eyes glossing over.

“What?” Lanham asked.

“Oh. Nothing.” He looked at Ford. “Fine, then. You’re in command. I guess.”

“I won’t let you down, Captain,” Ford said, and gave a little salute. “Your runabout is warming up on the launch pad now.”

“That’s what your big, important countdown was all about?” Conway asked.

“Nope,” Ford said, and looked down at his readout again. “Five seconds.”

“Then what was it about?”

“This!” Ford said, and watched the counter reach zero. Conway and Lanham were quite suddenly gripped in the blue glow of a transporter beam, and in a swirl of particles disappeared from the Aerostar bridge.

“They’re aboard the Kissimmee,” Saral reported, looking up from the ops board.

“He’s gonna be ticked,” Gellar said from tactical as Ford sat back down in the command chair.

“Fine by me. Lanham’s the one who’ll have to be alone with him for a month.”

“Just tell me one thing,” Gellar said. “Did you set all this up to get rid of Conway for a month? Or is it because you’re hungry for power and want to be in command? Or do you genuinely care about the captain and his relationship with his wife?”

Ford thought about that a moment. “I’d say you can safely remove at least one of those possibilities. Care to guess which one?”

Gellar snickered. “I’m pretty sure I know.”



RUNABOUT PENOBSCOT



Personal Log, Commander Kristen Larkin,

Stardate 57904.3. We are on schedule to arrive later this morning at Galadrel Six for the Federation’s annual Positronics Conference, which this year is entitled “Positronics: Whoa!”

As an android, I am fascinated by all things positronic, and thus quite eager to reach the conference, at least within the parameters of my emotion program.

All systems, both shipwide and Larkin-wide, are functioning normally.



“I thought androids didn’t lie,” Lieutenant Kamtezen said, reclining and putting his feet up on the Penobscot’s dashboard.

“I am not sure where you heard that,” Larkin said. “In any event, I did not lie.”

Kametzen raised his orange, hairless brow. “So you are going to the positronics conference, then?”

“Of course not. As we discussed on the way here, I am going to attend the plenary session at the positronics conference, then I am going to take the runabout to another conference in a nearby system.”

“Penguins on Ice?” Kamtezen asked.

“You say that derisively,” Larkin said in a warning tone.

“Hey, how you spend your free time is up to you.”

“At any rate, I did not lie. I said that we were on schedule to arrive at the conference, and that I was eager to attend. I am, in fact, eager to attend the positronics conference. I am equally eager to attend the penguin show on Frigidia Two. Are those facts mutually exclusive?”

“I guess not,” Kamtzen said.

“I am glad we agree on that.”

“Speaking of agreements, about the other thing…”

“Yes,” Larkin said. “I concur. I gave the matter many nanoseconds of thought. We should break up.”

Kamtzen shifted a little in his seat. “You sure about that? I mean, I thought we had fun the last several months…”

“I enjoyed our relationship a great deal, and compiled significant research into human custom. Your genetic gender switching disorder was particularly fascinating.”

“You’re making me sound like a science experiment.”

Larkin turned in her chair to face Kamtezen. She took his hand. “You are far more than that. You were a very important step in my romantic life. We learned a lot about ourselves. We learned about each other. It was time well spent. You were, and still are, extremely important to me.”

“You’re reciting something from some book, aren’t you?” Kamtezen asked.

“It is not you. It is me.”

“Yeah,” Kamtezen said. “Well, no hard feelings, anyway. Although I will miss your retracting rotors.”

Larkin stiffened. “Please do not tell anyone about those. It is…not widely known.”

Kamtezen nodded. “I suppose it’s a good thing we’re splitting up at the conference. You know, not cramping each other’s style. Moving on. Maybe I’ll find someone new at one of the exhibits.”

“I wish you success in all of your endeavors.”

“You’re doing it again.”

“I hope we can still be friends.”

Kamtezen pushed up out of his chair and headed out of the cabin. “I’m going to get my luggage.”

“We must go our separate…” Larkin stopped talking as the doors closed. She allowed a small smile. The relationship with Kamtezen had been beneficial, but she appreciated this newfound freedom. Being in a relationship was a wholly new and exciting experience, but it was also cumbersome and limiting. Talking to someone who could only process one thought every few seconds was frustrating. At that moment, Larkin resolved that her future relationships would lack the underpinnings of typical humanoid “coupling” and would instead focus on the viscera of lovemaking and the thrill of meeting someone new. But once the novelty wore off, she would discontinue the relationship. Her future lovers would be advised of this well ahead of time, so no one would get hurt.

According to recent statistics, there were an abundance of males in the quadrant who would subscribe to that way of thinking.

Larkin made a mental note to speak to her father about this revelation. He would no doubt be very proud of her for having such an enlightened worldview.



NON-REGISTERED CARDASSIAN PRIVATEER SHIP VORACIOUS APPETITE FOR JUSTICE



Deidre Bain strode onto the bridge, glancing around at her bridge crew, all of whom were busy tapping away at their stations as the Voracious entered orbit around Cardassia Six.

“Report,” she said, sliding up next to her primary lieutenant, Limpet.

The Cardassian bristled at her jovial attitude and angled toward her. “The refugee encampment has received our signal and acknowledges. They’re ready to receive the supplies.”

“By all means, beam them down, Limpet!”

“Grummmr…supplies…” the Cardassian manning the weapons control system growled.

“You have a problem, Besket?”

“Not so much a problem, CAPtain, as an issue with our recent selection of targets.”

“Right then,” Deidre said. “So you’re suggesting that the refugees on Cardassia Six don’t need supplies?”

“Not at all,” Besket muttered. “But how human of you to misunderstand my meaning.”

“I try. What, then, pray tell, is your meaning, Besket?”

“We’re attacking small convoys. Meaningless shipments. Grains, small replicators, industrial construction elements. Nothing major. Nothing grand!”

“You expected the pirate life to be grand, eh?” Deidre said, crossing the cramped Klingon bridge to face Besket. “Well, I have news for you. This life isn’t dignified or grand. It’s grunt work, and elbow grease, and a fair amount of ruddy determination. If you try to romanticize it, if you try to go on a grand adventure, get a story to take back to your friends back in Thobor District, you’re on the wrong ship.”

“Don’t overreact,” Besket said, backing away. “I’m not questioning your leadership. Merely our choice of targets.”

Deidre leaned in close, grabbing the front of Besket’s tunic and pulling him toward her. “I welcome any and all of your suggestions.”

Besket looked down at the blinking light on his station. “Th-this, Captain Bain. I recommend this…”

Deidre angled her head so she could read Besket’s readout. “Fascinating. A cache of technology that could be resold to the highest bidder. Along with a prize that the Federation, Romulans, and Klingons would no doubt fight to claim.” She turned back toward her officer at conn. “Helm…prepare to alter course. How long would it take us to get to Galadriel Six at maximum warp?”



GALADRIEL SIX YNGWIE MALMSTEIN CONFERENCE CENTER AND CASINO



Larkin reviewed the files in her memory banks as she studied the ancient duotronic computer. The M-5 replica sat in the exhibition kiosk, blinking innocently.

“Why, hello there,” a dark-skinned man said, walking up to Larkin and extending his hand. He studied her uniform. “You’re Starfleet?”

She limply shook the man’s hand, her eyes still trained on the M-5. “Yes.”

“Starfleet officers are always fascinated by the M-5. You know the story, right?”

“I have it memorized, yes.”

“Well, then you’re a true fan. Did you know that the M-5 was the fifth prototype of its kind?”

“Hence the designation ‘five,’” Larkin said flatly.

“Well, yes, but there’s more. So much more.”

“I am sorry. I did not get your name.”

“Daystrom. Vick Daystrom. Daystrom Corporate Computronic Consulting.”

“Indeed. That makes sense. You are related to the late Doctor Daystrom, then?”

“Yep,” Vick said, thumping his chest proudly. “By three or nine degrees of separation. There’s some cousins…and some marriages in there. But we’re related. Somehow.”

“Impressive.”

“So what’s your interest in positronics?”

Larkin glanced at the man. “My interest is of a…personal nature.”

“Boyfriend? Yeah, I got that. I know what you mean.”

“I do not have a boyfriend. I am single.”

“Really?” Vick asked, sidling up to Larkin. “Where are you staying? The Cyber-Sheraton or the Hyatt Galaxy?”

“I have a runabout in orbit.”

“Even better. Privacy!”

“I am not sure I understand, nor do I wish to. If you will excuse me, I would rather speak with the computer.”

“The M-5? It doesn’t really speak much. Just sits there.”

Larkin reached out and tapped a number of controls on the block-shaped computer’s blinking surface. It buzzed to life.

“KILL!” it said in a robotic voice. “DESTROY. ALL. HUMANS.”

“Fascinating,” Larkin said, studying the computer with interest.

“It’s never done that before…” Vick trailed off.

“Your scientists have done an excellent job replicating this technology,” Larkin said. “They even included the computer’s insane, murderous intent.”

“Cool,” Vick said.

“LOCK. ONTO. STARSHIPS. DESTROY. ALL. FEDERATION. VESSELS!”

Larkin patted the blinking box. “You are as engaging and enigmatic as the brochure indicated, M-5. Enjoy the conference.”

“DIE! KILL! KILL!”

“Good old M-5,” Larkin said, and walked off. “By the way, Mister Daystrom, you might wish to deactivate that computer. Preferably before it obtains a phaser.”

“Thanks,” Vick said meekly, staring at the machine.

As Larkin continued past the other booths, she looked ahead to see a familiar being, with distinctive, creamy white skin. He was standing at one of the other exhibits, which advertized in big, rainbow-colored block lettering a “kinetic brainwave conduction amplifier.” To Larkin, the device more resembled a big orange piece of lasagne. But it was pretty.

She gave the hunk of twinkling metal a glance, then turned back to the familiar figure. She tapped him on the shoulder. “Data? Is it you?”

The android turned around, staring at Larkin blankly.

“I heard you blew up in an exploding thaleron device!” she exclaimed, throwing her arms around the android and hugging him tightly. “I am so glad you were rebuilt! I know exactly how you feel, Data! As you recall, I once threw myself down into the molten core of a penguin- populated planet, only to be rebuilt weeks later. The experience is…rejuvenating.”

The android cocked its head at Larkin. “I am B-4.”

“Before what?” Larkin asked quizzically.

He reached out and touched her nose. “I am B-4.”

“Good news,” Larkin said, pressing on. “I am recently single. So if you would like to rekindle the romance that developed four years ago, when the Explorer brought your damaged runabout aboard, I would be pleased to entertain the notion. I have a runabout of my own in orbit, and its gyro stabilizers are in perfect working order.”

“I am B-4.”

“Yes, you said that. And I must admit, your response is confounding.”

“B-4! Get back here!” a harsh British voice called out and Larkin executed her “eye-rolling” program.

“Jean-Luc Picard,” she said dully.

The bald, elder-statesman and captain extraordinaire shouldered through the crowd and took B-4 by the arm. “Excuse me. I’m afraid I became separated from my android when…”

“Your android?” Larkin asked, her anger program executing.

“Wait. You…you’re from that, that ship, aren’t you?” Picard visibly winced. “And you all tend to travel in groups. If you’ll excuse us, we’ll be on our…”

“What is that remark supposed to mean?” Larkin asked as she launched anger program phase 2.

“You Aerostar people are distinctly…bizarre. And I want no part of it. Nothing personal.”

“Respectfully, Captain Picard, I must dispute your claim.”

Just then, Lt. Kamtezen strolled up. “Kristen! I know we said we’d give each other some space, but I have to know. Did you break up with me because of my smaltz cycle? I know you don’t like the powdery discharge but it’s perfectly normal for Bewhal of a certain age…”

“I am B-4,” B-4 said.

Larkin looked from B-4 to Kamtezen, then whirled on a heel and walked off. Struggling to keep composure, Picard dragged B-4 off in the opposite direction.

“Was it something I said?” Kamtezen asked.



“Deidre!” Limpet called out, looking up from his panel.

Deidre slung a leg over the arm of her chair and yawned. “What is it, Limpet?’

“The Enterprise is leaving orbit ahead of schedule. And they’re moving fast!”

Deidre leaned forward, clasping her gloved hands. “Is that a fact?”

“Yes, Captain. That means the Conference Center is defenseless! Yngwie Malmstein is ours for the taking!”

“Very good,” Deidre said, putting her feet back down on the deck and standing up. “In that case, what are we waiting for?” She giggled merrily. “Let’s go shopping!”



Chapter Two



GALADRIEL SIX



“Where’ve you been?” Kamtezen asked Larkin as she sat down in one of the seats at the back row of Frank Zappa Auditorium, where the plenary session of the positronics conference was about to take place.

“I have been studying the other exhibits,” Larkin said. “As, I would assume, have you.”

“Yes,” Kamtezen said. “I’ve been studying some of the multitronic computer core interfaces they’re using on the new Outlander- class prototype.”

“I had planned to visit that exhibit on my way out.”

“Some of them might be adapted for your neural pathways. I got the brochure, in case, you know, you wanted to look at it.”

Larkin smiled softly at Kamtezen. “Are you still not over me? I understand…”

“No, I wasn’t talking as your, ex, or whatever…I was talking as your engineer!”

“My nanocordical fibers will be just fine without you, Kam. You do not have to worry.”

“Who said I was worried?” Kamtezen muttered, turning to face the front as the stage lights dimmed.

“Oh, good. The plenary session is about to begin. I have been looking forward to the keynote speaker with great anticipation.”

“Ladies and gentlemen,” a voice boomed over the godmike. “We regret to inform you that this morning’s keynote speech ‘Borg Implants: A Pain in the Occipital Lobe,’ featuring Seven of Nine, has been canceled due to a last minute scheduling conflict with the speaker.”

The crowd booed, some standing up and yelling at the bare stage, shaking their fists in impotent fury.

“We do, however, have a replacement. Gathered species and crystalline entities, please give a warm ‘Positronics: Whoa!’ welcome to Ensign Paul Hargrove, late of the U.S.S. Voyager!”

“Hargrove?” Larkin asked, exchanging a glance with Kamtezen.

The ensign dashed onto the stage, still wearing his old-style black Voyager uniform. He waved out at the crowd.

“Hello, everyone! How are you doing? Everybody as pumped up about positronics as I am?”

The crowd responded with deafening silence.

“That’s great!” Hargrove said, pacing the stage, making eye contact with everyone in the audience. “I just want to tell you how glad I am to be here on Blautanis Seven.”

A voice called out something from offstage, and he glanced to the side.

“I mean Galadriel Six! Of course. Good old Galadriel. So, as many of you know, Seven of Nine couldn’t make it to today’s event. But she asked me to come in her place, and sends her best wishes. Well, at least in Borg terms.”

“This sucks!” a voice called out from the crowd.

“Right. So…I guess you all wonder what it’s like to work with a rehabilitated Borg drone on your ship? It had its ups and downs, believe me. But all in all, Seven of Nine was a great fellow crewmember and an inspiration to us all. I’ll never forget when she walked by me on the way to the bridge one day. I could tell she was in a hurry, so I didn’t strike up a conversation with her. Which is not like me, I should say. Anyway, I was on my way down to waste extraction, when I got a comm from Lieutenant Billings in the cargo office. He asked me to come down and…”

Larkin leaned over to Kamtezen and whispered: “This must end.”

“It’s rude to leave in the middle of a presentation,” Kamtezen whispered back.

“Then we have to come up with a discrete interruption so we can slip out unnoticed.”

“Oh, so now we’re a ‘we’ again, huh?” Kamtezen asked.

“Do not be difficult.”

“Just be patient and listen,” Kamtezen said. “You might learn something about human behavior.”

“Doubtful.”



Deidre Bain leaned against a console in the debarkation bay in the belly of her Bird of Prey, as the ship made its final descent on Galadriel.

She looked around at her band of privateers as they shrugged on their vests and checked the power levels on their weapons. They were a scruffy group, but they were capable. They numbered only twenty-six, small even by privateer standards. And, unlike some of the Pure- Cardassian crews, hers was a mix of Cardassians, Yridians, Liseppians, Kovarians and one human (that being her).

In her seventh month of crusading for the rights of the underserved Cardassians of the slowly-rebuilding empire, Deidre fancied that she’d done a pretty good job assembling her crew, putting aside for the moment how difficult it was getting them to respect her, much less follow her orders.

“Status, Marrazz?” she asked her Y’ridian tactical specialist.

The rodent-like crewman looked up from his scans. “We’re descending on the roof of Yngwie Malmstein now.”

“Excellent. And the cloak’s holding?”

“Nobody’s shooting at us yet,” Marrazz hissed.

“That’s what I like to hear, old boy,” Deidre grinned, and looked up at the glowering Besket, giving him an “I-told-you-so” grin.

“What is Yngwie Malmstein’s armament?” Besket asked Marrazz.

“Nothing we can’t handle. Light phase cannons. A few medium- range photon grenade launchers on the roof.”

“Take out the armaments as soon as we decloak. We don’t want to get shot as we debark,” Limpet ordered.

“Capital thinking, Limpet,” Deidre said with an approving grin. “Now then, you blokes remember your battle training, right? I know it’s been a while since we’ve done hand-to-hand.”

The privateers responded with a chorus of grunts.

“And you all know the plan?” she asked, glancing around.

“Of course we do,” Besket said defensively. “We penetrate Yngwie Malmstein. Then we travel downward through its internal tunnels until we reach Frank Zappa.”

“And inside?”

Limpet held up his padd, which contained a map of the conference center. “Once we breach Frank Zappa, we’ll find what we’re looking for.”

“Expect heavy resistance throughout Malmstein, all the way to Zappa. Don’t stop moving, no matter what. Keep your heads up, and keep shooting anyone and anything that gets in your way. Disruptors on stun, people. We’re not brutes.”

The whole group grunted, irritated, and reset their weapons.

Deidre sighed inwardly. They were still rough around the edges, but they’d come around eventually.

The Voracious shook slightly, the deck rattling beneath Deidre’s feet.

“All hands, we’ve touched down on Malmstein,” the voice of Speers echoed over the comm.

“You heard him. Prepare for debarkation.” She pointed at the Kovarian at the door controls. “Duff! Hatch-down. Let’s look alive people. We don’t leave without Seven of Nine!”

“There’s no way we can fail,” Limpet said confidently as the milling crowd, weapons high, descended the lowering plank onto the conference center’s roof. Besket just glared at him.



“It’s a hard job,” Lt. Commander Ford said, swirling the stirrer in his cranberry juice and vodka as he leaned easily on the bar in the Starlight Lounge-A, the Aerostar-A’s Guinanco-run watering hole. “Command has heavy responsibilities. You’ve got to learn when to take action, and when to sit back and let your people do their jobs.”

“And when to spend your shift drinking and hitting on the bartender?” Wendy Wheedling, the head bartender said with a knowing smile, leaning forward, resting her chin on her fists. The rosy-faced young woman, so different from Mirk, was hired by the lounge manager, Harvey Upshaw, after Conway threw hot coffee in the last bartender’s face, permanently scarring him.

“Exactly,” Ford said. “I’m glad you understand.”

“I think I’m starting to,” Wheedling said. “But won’t you get in trouble?”

“Who’s going to report me? You?”

“Good point,” she said. “I’m here to serve you.”

“And I like that about you.”

“Can I get you another drink?”

“Actually, I was wondering when you get off,” Ford said.

Wheedling smiled, batting her eyes. “That all depends on you.”

“Good answer,” Ford said, and drained the rest of his drink. “Let’s get out of here.”

Ford’s communicator bleeped. “Saral to Ford.”

Ford smiled. “My cabin or yours? Or the captain’s cabin? Or stellar cartography?”

Wheedling cocked her head. “Isn’t that your combadge?”

“Saral to Ford, please respond.”

“Ignore it,” Ford said, waving a dismissive hand. “Are you double- jointed? Any weird birthmarks I should know about?”

“Commander Ford,” Saral’s voice said again. “You have an open channel. I can hear you, and the bartender, perfectly clear. Please report to the bridge immediately. Starfleet has an urgent communique for you.”

“Urgent?” Ford grinned, looking at Wheedling. “Sorry, babe, but I’m an important guy. You know how that is. Don’t worry though, you’ll be test-driving a classic Ford very soon.”

“I’ll be waiting,” Wheedling said, waving sweetly, as Ford walked out the door.



“Your luck has run out, boy,” Admiral Harlan Baxter rumbled from the viewscreen.

Ford stood in the middle of the bridge feeling very, very small before the giant torso of the Admiral on the viewscreen. “I’m sorry, sir, I don’t follow.”

“Course you don’t. I mean you been out there chasing comets a while now, right?”

“Well, not comets in particular. But yeah, comet-like substances.”

“Good enough. Look, where’s Captain Conway?”

“He’s…on his honeymoon.”

“Didn’t he get married a year ago?”

Ford shifted from foot to foot. “He’s been busy. Anyway, this is their anniversary so we thought we’d plan a trip for them.”

“Great,” Harlan growled, pushing a cigar in his mouth and puffing on it. “Rrrs Lrkn.”

“Who’s that?”

He pulled out the cigar. “LARKIN!”

Ford hopped back a little, nearly falling over. “She’s at a positronics conference.”

Harlan put the cigar back in his mouth. “Grrsallatlevs izyou.”

Ford bowed inelegantly. “I stand ready to assist you, Admiral. I won’t let you down.”

Just then, the turbolift door opened behind Ford. Wendy Wheedling stood in the doorway, a chilled glass in her hand. “Did you want another beverage, Commander? Another vodka with cranberry juice to drink while on duty?”

Ford waved her away. “Not now, Wendy. Go back belowdecks and…polish your bar or something.”

“Pssydrnk,” Harlan mumbled.

“Sir,” Ford said, tugging at his uniform collar. “That’s not what it looks like, I swear. I was just…”

Harlan leaned over and stabbed some controls on his nearby desk. “Rrzzz your orders. ’Dgo myself, brtthPrthfndrs nnnthrside ovva Alphqrdrnt.”

Ford blinked. “What?”

“He’d go himself,” Gellar whispered, leaning forward from his station. “But the Pathfinder’s on the other side of the Alpha Quadrant. His office is on his wife’s ship now. Hey, I’m finally starting to get the hang of this!”

“And he made fun of my choice of drink?” Ford snickered.

Harlan gave him a stiff glare, and Ford immediately retreated to the command chair and sat down, his knees weak from fear.

“Crrrdnts. Grrthrr anmeet daffdambasrrCarddsa.”

Ford looked back at Gellar, who shrugged.

“Something about coordinates. He wants us to go there and meet Daffyd Ab Hugh.”

“Huh?”

Harlan yanked his cigar out. “THE FEDERATION AMBASSADOR TO CARDASSIA!”

Ford shrunk back in the command chair. “Yes, sir. Understood. Very good, sir. Aerostar out!”

Harlan continued to glare at him.

“CLOSE THE FREAKING CHANNEL!” Ford snapped, glaring back at Gellar.

Gellar laughed softly as he pressed a control, and Harlan’s surly visage disappeared.

“That went well,” he said.

“Ensign Garrity, change course and engage when ready at Warp Six,” Ford muttered and got out of the command chair. “What’s our ETA?”

Garrity checked his panel and glanced up. “Five hours, six minutes, sir.”

“Good. Then I’ll be down in the lounge continuing to hit on our bartender.”

“You make us all proud, spanky,” Gellar said, shaking his head as Ford headed up to the aft turbolift.



GALADRIEL SIX



“…which is why Neelix’s jannix broth was always too salty for my tastes,” Hargrove said, sitting back on a stool on stage in the Frank Zappa Auditorium. “Funny story about Neelix, by the way. I was organizing the gelpack storage closet on Deck Eight when he came up holding a big bowl of mushrooms. Well, you don’t see a big bowl of mushrooms every day, so I asked him…”

“Make this tedium stop, I beg of you,” Larkin said, covering her eyes with the padd that contained the day’s agenda.

“Just turn off your emotion program,” Kamtezen said. “I’m sure it won’t be that bad if you don’t have emotions. Heck, I have emotions and it’s fine with me. Even a little informative.”

“Well I am suffering,” Larkin said. “And I choose not to turn off my emotion program, as I have learned that experiencing a wide range of emotions is healthy.”

“Right. Well, have you ever considered your program may be a little…off? Want me to take a look?”

“Oh, you would like that, would you not? Another chance to get inside me?”

“You are acting really strange, Kristen.”

“Let us continue to watch the plenary session. I prefer to end this line of discussion.”

“Fine, whatever you say,” Kamtezen muttered.

“So I said to Tuvok: Hey, lighten up man!” Hargrove continued, then his eyes widened as he looked at something at the back of the theatre. “Umm…”

“Everyone stay in your seats!” a booming British female voice called out, leading two dozen Cardassian and other rough-hewn looking species down the aisle in the middle of the auditorium, all wielding phaser rifles.

Larkin turned, cocking her head. “This is interesting…” she said softly.

Kamtezen froze. “What’s going on?”

“Say nothing. Do nothing.” Larkin watched as the British woman marched by her, and her followers aimed their weapons in broad, 360-degree strokes, taking in the whole of the startled audience.

“Stop right there!” a voice called from the back of the auditorium. Larkin looked back to see Chief Reeda, the Galadrian constable leading the unit attached to Yngwie Malmstein.

The British woman turned on a heel, then gave a curt nod, and a Yridian and Liseppian in the rear immediately started shooting, quickly felling Reeda and his men.

Other Galadrian security officers quickly emerged from the doorways at either side of the auditorium, but the Cardassian in the lead made short work of them, pumping off quick, well-aimed blasts.

Galadrian security was not that impressive, Larkin noted.

“Hold still old chap, this’ll only take a tic,” the British woman said, gracefully planting a hand on the stage and hopping up to join Hargrove.

“D-don’t kill me. I’m only an extra!” Hargrove moaned putting up his hands.

The leader of the intruders grabbed him by the neck and pulled him toward her, pressing the muzzle of her rifle up under his chin. “No worries. Give us Seven of Nine and you’ll all go free, totally unscathed.”

“But…”

“Limpet, tricorder,” the woman said, glancing around. “Let’s have a look see where the pretty doll is.”

The Cardassian pulled out a handheld device and waved it around the room. “I’m not locating any active Borg implants, Deidre.”

“Bain…” Larkin said to herself, accessing her records.

“Is that name familiar?” Kamtezen whispered.

“My files include a scaled down version of Memory Alpha. I can call up a list of every name of every Terran born since the dawn of the recorded word. All names are familiar.”

“You don’t have to get snippy with me, Kristen.”

“Silence. I am trying to calculate the exact moment I should intervene.”

“Everyone be calm. Nice and easy,” the woman called Deidre said, holding the barrel of her rifle up under Hargrove’s chin. “So, mister redshirt…”

“Hargrove.”

“Mister Redshirt it is,” Deidre said. “You’re from Voyager?”

He nodded shakily. “Yes, ma’am.”

“And you know Seven of Nine?”

“Well, we exchanged nods a few times. I sat two tables away from her in the mess hall once…”

Deidre nodded. “Fascinating. So where is she, then?”

“You know, funny thing…Seven had a bit of a…she had something come up.”

“Something like?”

“Can we turn my mike off?” Hargrove asked weakly, his voice still booming throughout the auditorium, as the confused and scared crowd murmurred about themselves.

“Just tell me.” Deidre pushed her rifle harder against Hargrove’s chin. “Spit it out, man.”

“Well, she heard that attendance at this event would only be 400. And she doesn’t speak at a conference with less than 500 attendees. It’s in her contract rider, actually.”

“Just bloody great!” Deidre mumbled as the crowd erupted into a chorus of boos. She turned her rifle out at the crowd. “And all of you shut up a sec, hear? Give me a moment to think.”

Larkin stood up suddenly, startling Kamtezen. “Deidre Bain, you are under arrest. Please disarm yourself and your compatriots and surrender to Starfleet forces immediately.”

“Starfleet forces? You mean this git?” Deidre asked, pointing her weapon at Hargrove, who shrunk away.

“Negative. I was referring to myself.” She stepped out into the aisle and approached the stage.

“Don’t move, human!” Limpet called out, turning his weapon on her.

“You a one woman army, then?” Deidre asked, squinting under the theater lights trying to make the woman out. “Who are you, anyway?”

“The name is Larkin. Commander Kristen Larkin, U.S.S. Aerostar.”

“Are you crazy!” Kamtezen called from the audience, then ducked behind a row of seats.

Larkin glanced up at Deidre. “Turn your weapon over to me immediately, and tell your forces to stand down.”

Deidre grinned big and looked at her crewmates, who were slowly moving from either side of the auditorium down toward Larkin. “Did’ya hear that? I have forces! I’m so flattered.” She gave a little curtsy. “And all this time I thought it was nothing more than a merry band.”

“Merry band,” one of the Cardassians muttered low, angrily.

“I shall not warn you again,” Larkin said. “If you do not comply with my precise instructions, I will take action against you.”

“Enough of this rubbish. Shoot her,” Deidre muttered, turning back toward Hargrove.

Suddenly Larkin flipped through the air, hopping and landing on the stage in front of Deidre.

“You were warned,” she said evenly.

“Shoot her!” Dedire cried, ducking backward and pulling Hargrove with her.

Several of the privateers fired, but Larkin ducked, leapt, then rolled away from the beams, easily avoiding them. She hopped to her feet directly in front of Deidre’s face and cocked her head quizzically. “Your actions are highly unusual. Do you not see this?”

“My actions are my own business,” Deidre sneered. “Will somebody smegging shoot her or what?”

“Deidre!” one of her people, a Yridian, cried out, staring at his sensor. “She’s an android!”

“Well that explains a lot,” Deidre said, looking at Larkin.

“My android nature is irrelevant,” Larkin said.

“It’s totally relevant,” Deidre corrected, and gave a glance over Larkin’s shoulder at Limpet. He nodded. “You’re not a Borg. But you might be even more valuable.”

“My value is not of…” Larkin said, reaching out to grab Deidre’s arms, when suddenly she felt something pierce the back of her neck and a bolt of energy shot through her positronic systems. Her eyes lolled back and her head twisted this way and that. “Not of…not of…not of… ZRRRRRRRT!”

“YES!” Deidre grinned, clapping merrily as she backed away. “Good shot, Limpet. Right in the nanocordical junction.”

“NO!” the little orange man cried out again from the audience, glancing back from behind a row of chairs. “What did you do to her?”

Meanwhile, Larkin’s positrons were in a blender. Not literally, she noted, but they might as well have been. Her internal sensors confirmed in a few microseconds that a remote projectile had been fired at the back of her neck, inserting nanofilaments into her cordical processor, quickly assessing and subverting her manual control subsistems.

“You….ZZT…will….NTTTRT…NOT…” Larkin said, staggering toward Deidre.

The Privateer leader looked concerned for a moment, her brow creasing. “Limpet, do something…”

Limpet worked his handheld controls. “Hold on. This thing was configured for Borg technology. This android is…something different. The device is taking time logging on.”

“I hate slow log-ons,” Deidre said, clicking her tongue.

Suddenly Larkin stiffened, her arms at her sides. “What…” she began, then cocking her head. “No. This is not possible. I have safeties, protocols…”

“Amazing what you can pick up on the black market for the right amount of latinum,” Limpet said, stepping up behind Larkin. She tried to turn to address him but found herself paralyzed completely.

“Stand down, Deidre Bain. You will only make this worse for yourself. You have already accumulated fifteen different violations of Federation Penal Code.”

“Say ‘penal’ again,” Deidre giggled. “It gives me a little charge.” She grinned, walking up and patting Larkin on the face. “You’re pretty. Who do you belong to?”

“I belong to no one,” Larkin said resolutely. “I am a Federation officer, first officer of the Aerostar.”

“I’ve never heard of it, and frankly I don’t care where you work. But I’d wager that these Aerostar people, and their Starfleet masters, would give a fair price for you.”

“The Federation does not barter with pirates,” Larkin said. She would have sneered disdainfully if she’d been able to control her facial constrictors.

“Privateers,” Deidre said. “Big difference. Which we’ll explain to you in great detail on the trip out to…” She glanced out on the audience. “Whoops. The microphone’s still on. Well, don’t mind where we’re going.”

“You can’t do this! She’s a Starfleet Officer! You’ll be hunted down!” Kamtezen cried out, glancing up again and ducking back behind the chairs.

“Get her down from the stage so we can get out of here,” Deidre told Limpet, who was fussing with the remote.

He plunked a few controls, sending Larkin waddling forward to the edge of the stage. She looked briefly panicked as she pitched forward off the stage and hit the floor below with a thud.

“Larkin! Don’t worry! We’ll get you back!” Kamtezen called out, then once again ducked behind the seats.

“This is humiliating,” Larkin muttered, laying face-first on the ground.

Limpet hopped down next to her, punching controls on the remote device furiously. Eventually, Larkin hopped to her feet, and awkwardly clunked up the aisle toward the theatre exit.

“Thanks for your help, chum,” Deidre said, giving Hargrove a little kiss on the cheek. Then she spun around and hopped off the stage, beckoning her crew to follow her. “We’ve got what we came for. Let’s head out. And grab anything that looks remotely interesting on your way out, people. But be quick about it. Starfleet’s response time is notoriously fast.”



“So…who are we meeting with again?” Ford asked, his brow furrowed with confusion, as he leaned against the transporter console.

“Nigel Hampstershire, Federation Ambassador to Cardassia,” Gellar said, rolling his eyes. “This is only the third time we’ve gone over this.”

“I’m still a little drunk,” Ford admitted.

“It’s synthehol. Just decide to sober out.”

“I never could figure out how to work that, Brian.”

Gellar shook his head. “How is it you’re in command and not me?”

“I offered to wash the Captain’s dog.”

“Okay, so at least I know it was well-earned. That makes me feel better.”

“SIR! We’re approaching the rendezvous!” Bark, the Ferengi transporter chief shouted. “The Cardassian Cruiser Behar is pulling up alongside us!”

Gellar rubbed his left ear with the back of his hand. “Must you really shout everything, Bark?”

“As you know I cannot control the volume of my voice!” Bark shouted.

Ford winced. “I think I deactivated the drunkenness, but I accidentally activated the hangover.”

Gellar ignored Ford and turned to Bark. “Lower our shields and lock onto the Ambassador. Now’s as good a time as any. Ford’s not getting better anytime soon.”

“Thanks,” Ford said, leaning his head on Gellar’s shoulder.

“ENERGIZING TRANSPORTER!” Bark barked.

Gellar quickly pushed Ford off him and wiped a hand over his face as the transporter glowed to life, and a narrow, stooped man with a patch of thinning blonde hair appeared on the pad. He looked around, clutching a briefcase apprehensively. “Ooh…I’ve never been on a Federation Starship before.”

“Not even an ‘Ambassador-class,’ Ambassador?” Ford asked with a weak chuckle.

Gellar winced.

“No, can’t say that I have, mate,” the man said, extending his hand to Ford. “Nigel Hampstershire, Federation Ambassador to Cardassia. Pleased to meet you.”

“Zachary Ford, currently in command of the Aerostar,” Ford said wearily, pumping Nigel’s hand. “You want to come up to our conference room? We have…coffee there. Actually, that’s all the replicator in the conference room makes.”

“Tea?” Nigel asked, following Ford as Gellar took up the rear.

“Ha!” Ford laughed. “You don’t know our captain.”

“I don’t. But where is he? I need to speak with him right away about a matter of some importance.”

“He’s on his honeymoon,” Ford said. “He’ll be back in a month.”

“That’s…not soon enough for this mission.”

Ford shrugged. “Figures.”

“You’re first officer, then?”

“She’s also off-ship, at a conference. I’m afraid you’re stuck with me, Mister Ambassadorship.” Ford stepped up to the turbolift and pressed its call button. “Sir, are you sweating?”

“A bit,” Nigel confessed.

“It’s like sixty-nine degrees in here,” Ford said, then chuckled briefly.

“It’s…nerves,” Nigel admitted, as the turbolift doors opened and the trio stepped inside. “I’ve got something of a weak constitution.” He grimaced. “My wife would say I’m just being poncey, but it’s a recognized medical condition.”

“Well, if you’ve got bad nerves, you could have picked a better assignment than Cardassia,” Gellar piped in.

“Bridge,” Ford said. “Yeah. It’s not the most hospitable place, especially now, with all the, you know, wreckage.”

“Real sensitive, Ford,” Gellar mumbled.

“I didn’t choose it, you can bet on that, but like a good soldier I’ve embraced my role.” Nigel blanched noticeably. “I should be there right now. I’m missing the Feltonan Festival.”

“We’ll try to get you back there in time once we’re done doing…whatever it is you want us to do,” Ford said as he ducked out of the turbolift and onto the brdge. “Which, by the way, you haven’t told us yet.”

Nigel nodded as he followed Ford to the conference room. “I was just getting to that.”

“Let’s have a chat, Ambassador,” Ford said, walking into the conference room and gesturing to the seats around the table. “I have a date tonight, so if you don’t mind…”

“Time is of the essence,” Nigel said as he took his seat. “We have to work quickly to shoot down my wife, or the unstable peace with Cardassia will be ruined.”

“Sure,” Ford said, as he sat down. “We’ll shoot your….what?”

“Let me explain,” Nigel said.

Ford glanced across the table as Gellar sat down, and looked at all the empty seats around the room. “Wait a sec. We’re gonna need more people in here…”



Chapter Three



RUNABOUT KISSIMMEE



Conway stirred at the feeling of something being poked into his ribs. He groaned and rolled over, nearly falling out of the bunk in the rear section of the Kissimmee.

“Captain, darling, we’re almost there,” Dr. Lanham announced, stooping and peering into the bunk as she prodded him with the corner of a padd. “Are you going to sleep this whole trip away?”

“I was just taking nap,” Conway said, easing around and slipping out of the bunk, landing abruptly on the deck. “How long was I out?”

“Four hours.”

Conway stretched and yawned. “It’s been a relaxing trip so far.”

Lanham stared at Conway askance. “I don’t get it. You basically have coffee flowing through your veins. How is it that you need a nap in the middle of the day?”

“The strain of command,” Conway said, shuffling over to the replicator slot. “Which reminds me, I’ve only had three coffees today. Computer! Blend three-fourteen.”

“I hope you’re not going to sleep this whole trip,” Lanham said.

Conway took his coffee out of the slot and stared at his wife over the billowing steam. “Not the whole trip. I do plan on doing some other things that require a bed.”

“Always the romantic,” Lanham sighed and headed into the cockpit.

Conway followed her. “Something on your mind?”

Lanham sat down at the left station and started plucking at controls, checking the autopilot. “Have you given any more thought to our discussion?”

“Yes. I told you I was going to have that bunion removed. I just haven’t had time to schedule it with Doctor Benzra…”

Lanham winced. “No. Not that. The other thing. The thing about us.”

“I told you I was never comfortable with that position, Alexa. I just don’t feel…manly.”

“NOT THAT!” Lanham blurted. “The baby!”

“Baby?” Conway blinked. “Oh. Yes, the baby.”

“You were going to look at adoption agencies.” She handed the padd she’d been carrying to him. “I found a few. The Bajoran one is promising, but we’d probably have to start worshiping the prophets.”

“Oh, not THAT again…don’t even get me started,” Conway said, as he paged through the padd. “Hmm. You put a lot of thought to this.”

“What did you come up with?”

He glanced at her. “I’m, uh, I’m still winnowing.”

“Tell me about one or two. Don’t be shy.”

“Look,” Conway said, blowing out an exasperated breath. “I haven’t had time to devote to scouring the cosmos for adoption agencies. Why don’t we just beat one of our crewmen over the head until he becomes a vegetable, then adopt him like Holly Wilcox did.”

“Holly who?”

“Nevermind,” Conway said.

Lanham grabbed her padd back. “Look, David. Are you going to be invested in this thing? I mean, since you shot yourself in the testicles with a phaser rifle, rendering yourself impotent…”

Conway doubled over, pounding the console in front of him with remembered pain. “What did I say about NEVER talking about that again, Alexa!”

“We have to find another solution. So either we adopt a child, or we start talking about eugenics.”

“Umm….” Conway looked around the runabout. “She was only kidding, people. Whoever’s out there listening, she was only kidding!”

“I could get another crewmember to impregnate me,” Lanham said. “By the looks he’s given me, I’d say Lieutenant Gellar would be willing.”

Conway glared at her. “Real mature, Alexa. You leave my officers alone.”

“Then let’s start talking about adoption.” She locked eyes with Conway. “Unless you’d rather not do this…”

“No,” Conway said, reaching out and taking Lanham’s hand. “Of course I want to do this. I told you I did. I’ve just got…trepidation.”

“Trepidation is normal.”

“We just have to take these things one at a time.”

“I need to know that you want a child, David. This isn’t something we can do halfway.”

But I do everything else halfway, Conway thought idly.

Lanham looked at him. “What are you thinking, David?”

“How much I love you,” Conway said, turning back to face the stars in the viewport.



A few hours later, the Kissimmee had taken up orbit around Rubicon Three, and Conway and Lanham, along with all their luggage, had beamed down to one of the many Hospitality Centers that dotted the southwestern coast.

“They’ve made some upgrades since the Enterprise visit,” Lanham said, taking in the reception hall outside the transporter room.

“Picard was here?” Conway growled. That nancy-boy Frenchman.

“Yeah, like seventeen years ago,” Lanham said. “That was the last time a Federation ship visited Rubicon.”

“Then how can they call themselves the second most pleasurable planet in the quadrant?” Conway asked as female attendants clad only in a few swaths of white cloth spirited away his and Lanham’s bags, down a long-stretching hallway.

“Because there are hundreds of other spacefaring species that don’t belong to the Federation, silly. You think we’re the standard-bearer for the whole quadrant?”

“Yes,” Conway said flatly. “I need a coffee. I’m getting the shakes.”

“Coffee GIVES you the shakes,” Lanham said. “Will I ever be able to convince you of that?”

“No,” Conway said, still looking around. “I wonder who they’re sending to receive us. Some dignitary, no doubt.”

“I’m not sure the Rubiconians really care that much about Federation citizens, David. Nor should they. We’re just one of the crowd. We’re here to blend!”

“Starfleeters!” a booming voice echoed as a slim, athletic man, middle-aged but healthy-looking, with a mane of swirling auburn hair, came jogging up the hall to meet Conway and Lanham. “We’re so glad to have you here!”

“Put on some pants, man!” Conway said, gaping at the Rubiconian’s tiny loincloth.

“We’re not ashamed of our bodies here, friend Conway,” the man said, bowing. “And I think you’ll find, once you’ve been here a while, you’ll feel that way too.”

“Not very damn likely,” Conway said, glancing around. “Where’s our room?”

“Shovanna is here to show you the way. Meanwhile, I am your concierge. You can call on me for any assistance you may need while you’re here. You may call me Marton.”

“Marton,” Conway said. “You have any coffee around here?”

“I’m…sorry…” Marton said, looking from Conway to Lanham. “Coff…ee?”

Conway turned around. “See ya!”

Lanham grabbed his arm and spun him back around. “Hold on one second. You have replicators, right, Marton?”

“The best in the galaxy!”

“And they’re programmed with earth delicacies?”

“Thousands.”

“There you go.” She patted Conway on the back. “You’ll get your fix, sweetie. Just be patient.”

One of the two women that flanked the wedded couple, apparently “Shovanna,” gestured toward the nearby lift, as the other woman handed the rest of the luggage to her and walked off.. “This way, friends Conway and Lanham. We have a spectacular room ready for you.”

Marton followed them into the lift as Shovanna punched a control, sending it surging upward. She shouldered four pieces of luggage as if it were weightless, something Conway found amazing. Not only did she have a beautiful body, she was strong!

“Your first time on Rubicon?” Marton asked conversationally.

“Well, since we’re the only Starfleet officers who’ve come here since the Enterprise visited seventeen years ago, I guess that answer would be yes,” Conway said.

“Be nice,” Lanham mouthed, then grinned at Marton. “What do you recommend for two honeymooners?”

“The falls of Bengratha are beautiful this time of year. I’d also suggest that you try the Meektap at Broffa’s. It’s splendid!”

“That sounds…great…” Lanham trailed off as the lift stopped, and Conway led the way out.

“But your room is this way, sir!” Shovanna said sweetly.

“Whatever,” Conway said, turning to follow the Rubiconian girl.

“Don’t hesitate to call if you need anything,” Marton said, pressing a button to command the lift back down to the first floor. “By the way, make sure not to break any of our laws or you’ll be sorry!” he said quickly as the doors closed.

“What was that?” Conway asked, as Shovanna showed he and Lanham to their room.

“I’m sure it was nothing,” Lanham said.

“If you need anything,” Shovanna began. “Just…”

“Yes, just ask for you, we get it,” Conway said, prompting a glare from Lanham. He glanced around the spacious, palacial room with a picture-window view of waterfalls, lush gardens, and expansive forests below. “So, where’s the holo-vision? They’re reshowing the 2085 Taladega race on NASCAR Classic.”

“NAS…CAR?” Shovanna said blankly.

“No,” Conway said, cupping his hands over his face. “No, no, no, no, no…”

“What is holovision?” Shovanna asked as Lanham ushered her to the door.

“Don’t worry about it. The room’s lovely. Thank you very much. We’ll call if we need anything. Thanks!” Lanham pushed Shovanna out the door and closed it, turning the lock. She turned to Conway. “Were you planning on watching holovision during our honeymoon?”

“Well, we have three weeks so…yeah, some of the time!”

“I think you’ll survive.”

Conway collapsed onto the bed. “I wish Bucky was here.”

Lanham sat down next to him. “Your wife or your dog. Choose now.”

Conway stroked his chin. “Hmmm…”

Lanham punched him in the arm. “Very funny. Now let’s go find a swimming pool.”

“You want to go swimming?” Conway asked, watching Lanham duck into the bathroom. “I’ll go ahead and contact the Aerostar, check in and see how they’re doing…”

“No you won’t!” Lanham called from the bathroom. “I called ahead and had them cut our outgoing communications. The Aerostar can get along without you for a couple of weeks.”

Conway grimaced, rolling over on the bed. “Are you going to let me do anything fun?”

“There are hiking trails. Museums. Parks, waterfalls, surfing, orbital skydiving, parasailing, creative bench-pressing contests…”

Conway put his hands behind his head and closed his eyes. “Terrific,” he moaned, then lowered his voice. “I bet they’re having all kinds of fun on the Aerostar and I’m stuck here.”



“…so as I was saying, Deidre and I met when I was very young. We were researchers together at Phobos station,” Nigel Hampstershire said, leaning forward against the conference table as he looked around at the blank stares of Ford, Gellar, Saral, and Counselor Telvin..

“This is fascinating,” Ford said. “But we can move the story along?”

“Of course,” Nigel said, pulling at his collar a little. “Deidre and I immediately clicked. She called me ‘grounded’ and ‘sane,’ and I enjoyed her tempestuous nature.”

“Anybody know what ‘tempestuous’ means?” Ford asked around the table.

“I will tell you later,” Saral said softly. “Go on, Ambassador.”

“We complemented each other nicely, and in time we were married. Eventually, my interests moved from research to diplomacy, after settling a number of worker disputes at the Phobos Mining Colony. It was then that I…DEAR GOD! BY ALL THE QUEEN’S MAJESTY WHAT THE HELL IS THAT?”

Ford turned, glancing back at the door, where Doctor Benzra had just ducked in.

“Someone needsssssssssssssssssssss a doctor?” the massive Flarn hissed.

Nigel backed against the wall, his hands shaking. “Commander, where did that monster come from?”

“Ssssssssssickbay,” Benzra said idly, pushing a chair away from the table and squatting there. They’d never managed to design a chair that would fit her massive undercarraige, and beside her triple redundant knees had no problem with prolonged squatting. “I was jussssssst in the middle of an experiment to determine human resssssssistance to prolonged grilling.”

“That’s fantastic,” Ford said with a weak grin, then turned to Nigel. “Don’t worry, Ambassador. She’s on our side. Benzra is our chief medical officer.”

“Although on a Flarn ssssssship, I’d likely be the head chef.”

Nigel’s eyes bugged. “Flarn…aren’t they a race from the Delta Quadrant?”

“Yeah, Benzra’s the only one here,” Ford said, reaching over and patting Benzra’s shiny exoskeleton. “She’s one of a kind, right Benzra?”

“To my knowledge my race is currently extincting itssssssself on the other sssssside of the galaxy.”

“Fabulous,” Ford said, and turned to Nigel. “Go on, sir.”

Nigel pulled back up to the table, stammering. “I…I…”

“It’s okay, Nigel,” Counselor Telvin said from beside Nigel, gently touching his arm. “I was scared of her at first. But I got over my fears. You will too. Tell us what’s troubling you, and we’ll try to help.”

Gellar leaned over toward Ford. “Telvin’s here?”

“He got back from Tantalus last month.”

Gellar nodded. “He was a visiting physician there, right…not a…patient?”

“Let’s not talk about it. He’s much better now, at any rate.” Ford smiled and turned back to Nigel. “Continue, Ambassador.”

Nigel nodded, casting another glance at Benzra, then quickly looking away as her compound eyes oscillated and she licked her dripping jaws. “A-as I was saying, Deidre and I were married and I moved into the diplomatic corps. After some nasty business with the Deltans involving a massive orgy, it was determined that my services would be best utilized elsewhere.”

“You were transferred as punishment for screwing up, huh spanky?” Gellar said. Ford glared at him. “I mean, uh, Ambassador Spanky.”

Nigel narrowed his eyes at Gellar. “Starfleet’s use of its diplomatic resources is not under my purview. I go where I’m sent.”

“And you went to Cardassia,” Ford said, yawning. “Man this is taking a long time.”

“Yes. Cardassia.” Nigel’s expression darkened and he folded his hands in front of him. “That was a year and a half ago. I did as I was told, and tried to strengthen the bonds between the Federation and Cardassia, while we focused on bringing aid to their underserved populations and areas of critical need. Unfortunately, Deidre and I had some disagreements at the supper table as to how to go about this.”

“You two didn’t see eye to eye?” Ford asked.

“Quite the opposite. She felt the Federation was acting as an occupying force, and that the real aid wasn’t getting to the places of the most need.”

“Was it?” Gellar asked.

“That’s not my place to say. I simply relay the messages of the Federation Council.”

“So she left you,” Ford said. “And I can’t imagine why.”

Nigel glared at Ford. “I do my best to help Cardassia, using approved diplomatic channels.” He sighed. “Deidre, firebrand that she’s always been, didn’t feel like that was enough. She wanted to take matters into her own hands. Much like when I met her on Phobos, where she was doing research to prove that Phoban miners were exposed to high levels of radiation, and then orchestrated a shut-down of the mining complex until the Federation came in and rebuilt the facility.”

“And does the Federation believe she’s once again taking matters into her own hands?” Gellar asked.

Nigel nodded reluctantly. “There would be…significant evidence…to support that.”

“Where is Deidre now?” asked Ford.

“That’s the problem,” Nigel said. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know where your own wife is?” Saral asked.

“She left me a little over six months ago. One morning I awoke and she was gone. No note, nothing.”

“Sounds like a matter for the Cardassian authorities,” Ford said.

“I’ve got a genetically-bred human to look after,” Benzra said, and began to stand, her knees popping as she rose.

Everyone stared at her.

“What? What’ssssss the problem?”

“The Cardassian authorities tried to find her,” Nigel said. “They couldn’t. Nobody could find Deidre until about a week ago, when Cardassian Privateers attacked Starbase 228.”

“Don’t tell me she was with them,” Ford said.

“She was leading them,” Nigel said, drawing shocked expressions from around the table. He pushed a padd across the table toward Ford. “According to the starbase commander’s report.”

Ford read the report, then grinned as he scrolled to a picture of Deidre. “Wow, sir. Your wife is smoking hot.” He lifted the padd and showed the group at the table. “Look!”

“Mister Ford…” Nigel began, working his jaw back and forth.

“Now I’m starting to see why Starfleet was called into this,” Gellar said, looking to Ford. “Something tells me that a human leading a group of Cardassian Privateers would be a little concerning to them.”

“Not to mention the Cardassians,” Saral said.

“No kidding,” Ford said. “So where is she now?”

Nigel shrugged. “That’s where you come in. I’ve been told Starfleet would send their best, most capable ship, to track down Deidre and her group and neutralize them.”

Gellar suppressed a chuckle, as Nigel continued.

“…which won’t be easy. My wife, her family…has a reputation for being crafty and resilient during wartime. Surely you’ve heard of the Bains.”

“Nope, can’t say we have,” Ford said, taking a breath. “Anyway, we’ll see what we can do. Any suggestions, people?”

“I have a griddle…” Benzra began, but stopped when Ford held up a silencing hand.

“Not what I was thinking,” Ford said. He glanced at Gellar. “Brian, you and Saral study the telemetry from Starbase 228. See if you can find a way to track her ship, find a likely search area. Then work with sciences, whoever’s filling in for Lanham, to lay out a search grid.”

Gellar nodded, leaning over. “Good work, Zack. You almost sound like you know what you’re talking about.”

“Shut up,” Ford said, and stood. “All right, people, let’s…”

The comm system suddenly bleeped. “Garrity to Ford.”

Ford tapped his badge. “Go ahead.”

“Sir, we just picked up a distress call from Galadriel Six.”

Ford and Gellar exchanged glances. “Isn’t that where…” Ford began, but Garrity cut him off.

“It appears the Positronics Conference was raided by Cardassian Privateers, sir. Commander Larkin was taken hostage, and the Privateers escaped with a cargo hold full of positronic technology. Some mention was made of a crazy British woman…”

Ford nodded. “Well, Nigel, sounds like we’ve found your wife. Garrity, lay in a course for Galadriel Six and engage at maximum warp. Ambassador, I hope you don’t mind tagging along.”

“I was hoping I could do so,” Nigel said, giving Ford a brief bow. “Although I’d appreciate it if you didn’t get in too many violent firefights. You know, because of my nerves.”

“Yeah, like that’s a possibility,” Gellar said, as the group filed out of the conference room.



Larkin’s eyes blinked open, and her thermal sensors immediately reported that, wherever she was, the climate was cold.

Other than that, she could see nothing but brown.

“Take that thing off her,” a voice that belonged to Deidre Bain said from nearby.

“She shouldn’t be able to report on our location.”

“Well, as long as you don’t give her a communicator, we shouldn’t have to worry about that.”

The brown was lifted, a blanket of some kind, and Larkin saw that she was in some kind of ice cave. Deidre and the other privateers were huddled around a heating element for warmth.

“Where are we?” Larkin asked, irked that she was unable to move her head around to take in more of her surroundings.

“Hiding out in a safe place,” Deidre said, walking up to Larkin, who surmised she was perched on a make-shift ice bench. “Do you like the surroundings?”

“I do, but that is beside the point.”

“I hate the bloody cold, myself,” Deidre said, sitting down beside Larkin. “But this locale had the virtue of being nearby. And it wasn’t hard to gather up the planet’s current residents and lock them into cold storage.”

Larkin then beamed as a penguin waddled by.

Deidre tsked. “Well, almost all of them.”

“That was a penguin.”

“Your technology is advanced,” Deidre said. “Can you identify other common Earth waterfowl?”

“If my internal chronomter is intact, we have only been traveling for approximately six hours. So we must be in a nearby system. This is Frigidia Two.”

“You’re familiar with it?”

“I was planning to visit here for the Penguins on Ice exhibit.”

“Small galaxy,” Dedire said. “It’s a good hideout, because the fremaldum ore in the ice and rock formations shield from routine sensor scans.”

“You are intelligent,” Larkin said. “The privateers are lucky to have you.”

“I lead them well,” Deidre said. “Go on, Commander. Compliments will get you everywhere, love.”

“I was about to add that it is a shame your intelligence is put to such misguided use.”

“That’s your opinion,” Deidre said. “I’m helping Cardassians who can’t help themselves. What could be a better use of my skills?”

“Diplomacy, politics, Starfleet service…”

Deidre yawned. “I couldn’t possibly stomach all the training one must go through for that. I need to be out there, in space…”

“Or in here, in a cold cave?” Larkin asked. Nearby, two Cardassians and a Kovarian chortled at that.

“You’ve got a smart mouth on you for an automaton.”

“I am a fully sentient android. My personality is as real as yours. I am no automaton.”

Deidre bowed regally. “My apologies, your robotness. I’m so sorry.”

“Apology accepted. Now, release me so I can arrest you.”

“Fraid that’s not the plan, darling. First we have to hide out until the Starfleet search party passes over. Then we run for the Badlands.”

A Cardassian stepped up behind Deidre, his jaw vibrating angrily. “Must you tell her our entire plan, Deidre?”

“Oh, Besket. She’s more conversant than you or Limpet,” Deidre said. “Besides, she’s immobilized. If the technology you and Limpet developed works, then she shouldn’t pose any problems for us, eh?”

“The technology works,” Besket said. “Of that you can be sure. But you’re taking unnecessary risks. You’re letting your human vanity get the best of you.”

“Like a good human is known to do,” Deidre said. “It’s what gives us our charm. Isn’t that right, Larkin?”

“I would not know about that,” Larkin said. “However, based on the parameters laid out by the Seldonis Convention, I hearby request to speak with a neutral representative.”

“Any of you guys hear of the Seldonis convention?” Deidre called over her shoulder. She got a chorus of grunts in respond. She drew up a knee and leaned on it, tugging at the edges of her knee-high leather boot. “Seems this isn’t that kind of crowd, Larky. Sorry about that. But these blokes would rather collect their money and go home. What does the Seldonis Convention say about that?”

“I would guess the conventioneers would not approve.”

“Pity. And here I thought all ‘eers’ thought alike. Privateers and otherwise.”

“Mutineers, too,” Besket sneered as he sat down nearby.

“Oh, shut up you big lug,” Deidre grinned. She turned back to Larkin. “They may not act like it, but my merry band loves me.”

“I fail to see the attraction.”

“That’s because you’re an android. If you had feelings, you’d see…”

“I am capable of the full range of humanoid emotions.”

Deidre turned, cocking her head at Larkin. “You’re kidding! What they can do with computers these days, I tell you…”

Larkin neglected to add that, at present, she was unable to deactivate her emotions. Not a problem, necessarily, except for the fact that were she required to take drastic actions, she couldn’t rely on a cold, emotionless response. Which would probably come in handy about now. Still, she vowed not to let panic get the better of her. She was a Starfleet officer, and she would act like it. Just because she was an android, and had some special abilities most humans did not, didn’t mean she had to…

Special abilities.

It took three more nanoseconds for Larkin to formulate her plan. Hopefully, the neural restrictor didn’t lock out all her systems…



Ford paced in the front of the Aerostar bridge as the ship raced toward Galadriel. He glanced back from time to time at Nigel, who sat fidgeting in the side chair in the command area, normally occupied by Larkin. Telvin sat in the chair on the other side of the command chair, while Benzra had returned to Sickbay “to continue her experiments.” That would have to be a discussion for another time.

“Got something,” Gellar suddenly said, as he and Saral bent over the tactical console.

“What?” Ford asked, turning.

“The Bird of Prey that attacked Starbase 228 is a Natoth-Class. A prototype discontinued because of failed experiments with phase-cloaking. Just like the Romulans, the Klingons eventually gave up on that possibility, in favor of more conventional cloaking devices.”

“We’re sure the phase-cloak doesn’t work?”

“Starfleet engineers would stake their reputations on it,” Gellar said.

“How does that help us?”

“The cloak on a Natoth-Class bird, phase or otherwise, puts off a unique neutrino emission. Whenever the cloak is raised or lowered, the neutrino burst fires. If it’s operational, that is.”

“Let’s hope it is,” Ford said, as Saral made her way down to ops, relieving Yeoman Skyler. He glanced back at sciences, where Lt. Vicky Dawson was filling in. “Dawson, have we got a search pattern yet?”

Dawson squinted at her readouts, leaning on the science console. “We’ve plotted a grid between Starbase 228 and Galadriel. It’s a big grid, though. It would help if we had another ship.”

“The Enterprise is only three sectors away,” Gellar piped up.

“Forget that,” Ford said. “Conway would never forgive me if I called in the Enterprise for assistance. He can’t stand Picard.”

“Maybe you should recall Captain Conway, since your First Officer would appear to be in Privateer hands,” Nigel said.

“Nah. It’s his honeymoon. Leave the guy in peace,” Ford said. “Besides, I’ve got this matter well in hand.” Plus, Dr. Lanham ordered no incoming comm signals, Ford thought, deciding not to throw that little tidbit into the mix.

“Zack! I’m getting something on the cadion-pulse band. It’s a message from Larkin!”

“Huh?” Ford asked, nearly tripping over himself to get back to the tactical console. “Lemme see, lemme see!”

Nigel covered his face as Ford looked over the readouts. “Dawson, triangulate this signal. Give me a planet, a system, a parsec, something to locate it!”

“I’m on it, Commander.”

“It’s just a brief six-word alphanumeric message,” Gellar said, reading the message as it trailed across his screen. “The pirate is with the penguins.”

“Her and her damn penguins,” Ford said. “Can someone decode that for me?”

“I don’t think it’s encoded,” Dawson said. “The pulse is coming from Frigidia Two. There was supposed to be a penguin exhibition there earlier today.”

“Alter course for Frigidia,” Ford said. “Increase speed to…”

“We’re already at maximum warp,” Garrity said.

“Maximum-maximum warp, whatever comes after that,” Ford said. “Let’s…”

“What about Kamtezen, sizzle-chest?” Gellar asked. “He’s still stuck on Galadriel.”

Ford grimaced. “Figures. Well, we can’t exactly be in two places at once.”

Gellar stared at him. “Think, Zack.”

“What? It’s not like the ship can just split…in…”

“He’s getting it,” Gellar said. “Just another minute…”

A grin spread across Ford’s face. “Ooh. I’ve always wanted to do this.”

“You split up the ship the last time you were in command,” Gellar corrected.

“Oh. Right. Well, I’ve always wanted to do it again. Gellar, you’re in command of the saucer section. I’ll take the twin-drive section to Frigidia to grab Larkin. You take the saucer to Galadriel and get Kamtezen.”

“What if you run into resistance from the Privateers?” Gellar asked, as Ford pointed to Dawson and Saral.

“You two are with me. You too, Nigel.” Ford shrugged as he walked toward the turbolift. “How much of a problem can one pissy British woman be?”

“You’ll see,” Nigel said, reluctantly following Ford and the others into the turbolift, as Skyler sat down at ops, and another crewman took the science station.

Gellar headed toward the center seat. “Yeah, this’ll go well.”

“I have all the faith in the world in you, if that helps at all,” Telvin said, putting his hand on Gellar’s.

Gellar glanced at him. “Yeah. Thanks. Um…could you take your hand off mine now?”



Chapter Four



RUBICON THREE



Captain’s Personal Log,

Stardate 57905.5. After much discussion and deliberation with my science officer, and various staff on the planet Rubicon Three, I have made the following command decision:



“CANNONBALL!”

Alexa Lanham ducked as Conway unceremoniously plunged into the pool sending a wall of water crashing over her head, and the heads of several other vacationers from a variety of non-aligned worlds.

Lanham blinked the water out of her eyes as Conway surfaced in front of her, grinning. “So what was that? An Eight, or a Ten? Did you take off points for the splash? Because that was kind of intentional.”

“Honestly, David, I wasn’t paying a whole lot of attention.”

“Why not? Didn’t you see me mounting the diving board?”

“I’ve just been floating here, thinking.”

“Oh, okay,” Conway said, and started to paddle back to the stairs out of the huge, mobius-shaped pool that serviced all of the guests of Hospitality Center Twenty-Nine.

“David,” Lanham called after him. “Don’t you want to know what I was thinking about?”

“No,” Conway said honestly. “I was going to try another kind of dive.”

Lanham stared at him long and hard, prompting him to guiltily paddle back to her.

“You wanted me to ask you what you were thinking about.”

Lanham nodded.

“Then why didn’t you just ask?”

“Because I shouldn’t have to, David, and you know it. We’re on this honeymoon together. Let’s start acting like it.”

“I thought I was,” Conway said thoughtfully. “I was diving, and you were judging my dives.”

“Not so much,” Lanham said, shaking her head. “I want to talk some more, about what we were talking about in the Runabout.”

“My bunions?”

“NO!” Lanham snapped, exasperated, slapping water in Conway’s face. She paddled closer to him, lowering her voice. “Children. I want us to adopt.”

“Is this really the best time for this?” Conway asked. “I mean, with all the sunshine, and the diving board, and the splashy water?”

Lanham paddled over to a ladder and climbed out of the pool. “You’re right. Stay, have fun in the pool. I’m going to take a walk.”

“Okay. Have fun!” Conway waved after her. He floated there, treading water, for a few moments, as a Ferengi child drifted by him, floating on an inflatable raft.

“The female wants you to follow her, silly hew-mon!” the child giggled.

Conway glared at him. “Yeah. Okay. Thanks, kid.”



“Wait up!” Conway called, jogging down the winding, grassy path that lead away from the pool and out to the Hospitality Center Park and Goolf Course. Goolf was a cheap, alien version of Golf that was identical to golf in every way, except that the balls had hovering capability, and the putters were half the length, so you had to squat to make your shots. Damn annoying, at least as far as Conway was concerned.

“You don’t want to talk about it right now,” Lanham said, not looking back at Conway. “That’s okay. We can discuss it later. Or not at all. Whatever.”

Breathless, Conway finally caught up to her, leaning forward on his knees to catch his breath. “I didn’t realize this was so important to you. We can talk about it now.”

“Didn’t realize?” Lanham asked, turning. “Didn’t realize it was so important! David, you knew since we got together the first time that I eventually wanted to have a family. When you proposed to me, you even mentioned that we’d adopt.”

“Yeah,” Conway admitted. “I guess I might’ve.”

“So what happened? Here we are, a year later, and you’re not even serious about finding an adoption agencies.”

Conway shrugged. “It’s a big galaxy. There are a lot of options.”

“Is it that, or is it that you really don’t want to have kids?”

Conway stared at her. “Of course I do. I mean, that was the plan, right?”

“It was the plan, but I understand plans change.” Lanham looked long and hard at Conway. “So what is it that you want?”

“I…hey, look, a game of Goolf!” Conway said, and darted across the grass to a group of aliens that were teeing up at a nearby Goolf hole.

“Don’t change the subject!” Lanham shouted, jogging after Conway.

Conway was running so fast away from Lanham he didn’t even see the splendid, multi-colored flower bed that lie just in front of him, between him and the puuting green (similar, in most every respect, to a putting green).

“Wait, Dave, stop!” Lanham cried out, and grabbed Conway’s arm just before he launched into the middle of the flower bed.

Conway glanced down. “Whoa. That was close.”

“I’ve heard they’re a little loopy about their laws around here,” Lanham said, patting Conway on the shoulder. “You don’t want to get in trouble with the locals.”

“Why aren’t we on Risa again?”

“Oh,” Lanham muttered. “It’s so commercial.”

Conway sighed. “I’m sorry I ran away from you like that.”

“It was childish. But I have come to expect that from you.”

“Thanks, I think.” He took her hands. “But I owe it to you to have this conversation. Let’s talk.”

“Great idea. And then we can get on with our vacation.”

“Sounds like a plan!” Conway said, and turned around. Unfortunately, he stepped right on a gardening hoe, which flipped up and slammed him in the face. He cried out, then fell backward, arms pinwheeling.

“David, watch out!” Lanham cried, reaching out to take his hand. She grabbed it just in time.

Just in time for him to pull her backwards with him.

The pair fell backward, landing with a thud, smashing a good portion of the flower bed.

“Oops,” Conway said. “They ought to watch where they keep their hoes.”

“Yeah, no kidding,” Lanham said, leaning up on her elbows as two bronzed, muscular blond men dressed in nothing more than white panties and a handtowel jogged up.

“No, we’re okay,” Conway said, gesturing them away and helping Lanham to her feet. “No need for alarm. I’m sure I’ve got a big red welt on my face. Somebody should put that hoe in a safe place…”

“Sir, Ma’am, you’ll need to come with us,” the lead blond said. “We’re the Guardians.”

“Oh, don’t worry about it!” Conway said. “I don’t need to report this to customer service. Just an ice pack will be fine. Y’all will still get a nice tip when all this is over. Or am I supposed to tip you guys now?” He glanced at Lanham. “How much do you tip a guardian?”

One of the men clamped his hand down on Conway’s wrist and dragged him out of the flowerbed. “Please, sir. Come with us. Do not struggle.”

“Don’t struggle against what?” Lanham asked as the other man pulled her along.

“You’ve violated Rubicon law,” the one who’d spoken said. “You must be punished appropriately.”

“We just smashed some flowers,” Conway said. “You want to be reimbursed? Is that it? I have a little latinum. Let’s cut a deal.”

“A sentence must be exacted,” the Guardian said.

“Wait a minute,” Lanham said. “I’m remembering something else I heard about Rubicon Three. Something that wasn’t in the brochures. It was in Starfleet’s historical database. Captain Picard’s trip here…”

“Oh, not him again.” Conway rolled his eyes.

Suddenly one of the blond men reached into a holster at his thigh and withdrew a syringe. “This will not hurt a bit…” he said, and approached Conway.

“What’s that?” Conway asked, looking to Lanham.

“Oh, my God!” Lanham cried. “They’re going to kill us!”

“This is my vacation! I mean honeymoon!” Conway wailed, dropping to his knees. “Don’t kill me! I have so much to do! I’ve only been a captain for three years! I have to make admiral before I die!”

And, without further warning, the Guardian jabbed the needle in Conway’s arm. Then, quickly, he did the same to Lanham.



“Have you found anything of value?” Deidre Bain asked as Besket and Marrazz ducked into the cave, lugging a cargo crate.

“Very little, I’m afraid. This was the second day of a two-day conference. You know, they save the boring crap for the second day.”

“I’m acutely aware,” Deidre said. “What have you got there?”

“A penguin costume,” Marrazz hissed, and Larkin’s eyes lit up at that.

“Is it…plush?” she asked, struggling to hide her penguin-centered emotions.

Marrazz nodded. “Yes, with a realistic beak and flippers.”

“You seem excited,” Deidre asked. “Let me guess, you’ve always wanted to be a penguin.”

“Yes,” Larkin said shamefully, wishing she could get her emotion program in check.

“Really?” Deidre asked. “That’s odd.”

“Your knee-high leather boots give you the appearance of an Orion street-walker, and yet I do not cast aspersions on your tastes,” Larkin snapped.

“I like the sass on you,” Deidre said. “Bring the costume along, it might prove amusing,” Deidre said. “And go to the amphitheatre and start patting down our…guests from the ice show. Take anything they have that’s of value. We can pawn it off in the Yridian marketplace.”

As Besket and Marrazz headed back out of the cave, Limpet approached Larkin, peering at his handheld sensor. “Deidre, I think something’s wrong.”

“What would that be?” she asked, looking from Larkin to Limpet.

“There’s a signal. A faint cadion pulse coming from the android.”

Deidre turned on Larkin. “IS there? Shut it off, right bleedin’ now!”

“It’ll take time. I have to shut off the android entirely before I can disconnect the pulse generator.”

Larkin looked fearfully from Deidre to Limpet. “You might as well give up,” she said, trying to show her resolve. “Starfleet will be here quite soon to rescue me.”

“Which is why we’re leaving now,” Deidre said. She clapped a hand on her wrist and lifted it to her mouth. “Bain to Duff. Prepare the Voracious for immediate take-off. Instruct the landing party to reassemble in the hangar deck in ten minutes. Grab what you can, leave the hostages where they are, and leave!”

“Your ship expends gaseous matter like any other vessel. Even if you depart before Starfleet arrives, they will be able to track you.”

“I’m betting they won’t be. You aren’t familiar with the Voracious,” Dedire said, and looked to Limpet. “Well? Shut her down!”

Limpet studied his scans. “Just looking for her off-switch. It’s not in the lower back, like the Soong-types.” He grinned as he read the sensor readouts. “The armpit. Ingenius!” He reached under Larkin’s arm and pressed the toggle, prompting her to shut off suddenly.

“No, you cannot…” she said, and then went silent as her eyes closed and her head drooped.

“Fan-bloody-tastic!” Deidre said. “Let’s move out, people!”

“Shouldn’t we take one or two of the hostages from the ice show?” Limpet asked.

“You and Pultz grab Larkin. She’s the only hostage we need. She’s bound to be very valuable to someone out there.”



Lt. Commander Ford leaned forward in the command chair as the twin-drive section of the Aerostar-A winged into the Frigidia system.

The twin-drive, the lower half of the Prometheus-class vessel, was called such because it was capable of operating as a single ship, or breaking apart into yet another pair of ships. When the Aerostar initiated “multi-vector assault mode,” a ludicrous-sounding but effective battle strategy, the ship broke into those two pieces, plus the saucer section. But for Ford’s purposes at the moment, two sections were more than enough to get the job done, and as such the twin-drive remained a single ship.

The battle-bridge wasn’t as roomy, by far, as the main bridge on the saucer. It was functional. A joined forward station comprising conn and ops, a tactical console directly behind Ford, and a small science console to Ford’s right, and one for engineering on his left. The engineering station was unmanned at the moment, while Lt. Dawson took sciences, Saral took tactical (her former occupation) and Yeoman Skyler took the helm.

Nigel Hampstershire leaned awkwardly against the vacant ops console, looking back at Ford. “Are you concerned you might be taking us into battle?”

“Not really concerned,” Ford said. “I have a way of coming up with creative solutions at the last minute, during intense combat situations.”

Nigel nodded. “Ahh. That’s…comforting.”

“He is referring to an incident during which he slapped his hand down on a random series of controls and by pure luck avoided disaster, while helmsman of the U.S.S. Explorer,” Saral stated matter-of-factly from tactical.

“I like it better the way I say it,” Ford said, shifting in the command chair. “Any response from the authorities on Frigidia?”

“As yet, no response from Frigidia,” Saral said.

“That’s odd,” Ford said, rubbing his chin.

“Not if my wife attacked the planet. She would have disabled their communications capability,” Nigel said. “She may still be there.”

“Scan the system on approach,” Ford said. “See if you can find any trace of Deidre’s ship.”

“Unlikely,” Saral said. “The Natoth-class is notoriously hard to track, given its phase-cloaking properties.”

Dawson sat back in her chair at the science console. “We have to hope at some point she raises or lowers her cloak. Then we’ll be able to lock onto the neutrino surge.”

“Once that happens, Saral, you need to be quick. We have to disable her weapons and engines before she can begin evasive maneuvers.”

Saral nodded. “That is standard practice during engagements with cloaked vessels. Have you been studying up?”

Ford shrugged. “I read some stuff on the way here.”

“We’ve arrived at Frigidia, sir,” Yeoman Skyler said from the helm. “Want me to put her into orbit?”

“Standard orbit with a twist,” Ford said. “It’s, uh…something I do where I bank at a thirty-degree angle and…” He looked around the bridge at the blank faces that stared back at him. “Nevermind. Standard orbit is fine.” He looked back at Dawson. “Anything on sensors?”

“Telemetry coming in now,” Saral said. “There appear to be one hundred and fifty assorted life-signs. No casualties that I can detect.”

“Larkin?”

“She is not down there,” Saral said. “I’m scanning space in all vectors leading away from the planet. I should be able to locate Larkin by her cadion pulse, or detect some of the emissions from the Klingon Bird of Prey.”

“Meanwhile, I’m going down there. I’ve got some questions for the people of Frigidia.”

“Like where did Deidre go?” Nigel asked, following Ford back to the turbolift door.

“Like why anyone would possibly want to go to an ice show,” Ford said, and pointed at Saral. “Lieutenant, you’re with me. Dawson, you have the bridge.”

“It’s a bad day when the chain of command comes all the way down to me,” Dawson muttered as she stepped out from behind sciences and sat down in the command chair.



Meanwhile, the Aerostar’s saucer section was likewise arriving at its destination.

Gellar shifted in the command chair. “Sensors. Can you detect Larkin and Kamtezen’s runabout?”

Lt. Puckett nodded, looking up from tactical. “Yes, sir. I’ve got the Penobscot, crashed on the surface of Galadriel. Basically intact, but all engines, weapons, and life support are disabled.”

“Gellar to engine room,” the lieutenant said, slapping his com badge. “I need a crash team to report to Transporter Room Two on the double.” He turned to the science console. “Ensign Miles, what about the conference center?”

Ensign Anson Miles looked up from his science readouts. “Yngwie Malmstein has gone silent, sir. If anyone’s down there, they’re unable to communicate.”

Gellar stood. “All right, then, let’s check it out. Miles, you have the bridge. Puckett, you’re with me. Have a security team meet us down in Transporter Room One.”

Ensign Miles stepped down to the command chair and looked back at Gellar as he and Puckett entered the turbolift.

“But I’m a very minor character!” he protested. “I was just introduced! How am I supposed to command?”

“You’ll figure something out,” Gellar said, as the lift doors close, leaving him the senior crewmember on the bridge.

Counselor Telvin turned to face him, taking his hand and squeezing it. “There now, my friend. You’ll get through this. We’ll get through this.”

Miles looked down at Telvin’s hand, then back up at Telvin. “Um, sir? Why are you stroking my hand?”



“Criminy!” Ford snapped, a white t-shirt draped over his arm as he stepped back onto the bridge about a half hour later, Saral and Nigel Hampstershire following him.

“Still no sign of the Bird of Prey, or Commander Larkin,” Dawson said, rising from the command chair and heading back to sciences.

Ford angrily threw the t-shirt down over the back of the command chair. “What a bunch of useless morons!”

“They were victim to space pirates,” Saral said, stepping back to tactical. “You have to assume they have been through quite the ordeal. They were scared.”

“But not one lead! Not one accurate description of who we’re looking for, other than a sexy British woman in leather boots and a merry band of roguish aliens!”

“At least you got the t-shirt,” Saral said.

“T-shirt?” Dawson asked.

Ford nodded. “It says ‘I beamed down to Frigidia and all I got was this lousy t-shirt. And frostbite.’”

“It was rather cold,” Nigel observed.

“It’s important to note that Commander Ford is supremely aware of his priorities on this mission,” Saral said.

“Sir, you forgot your coffee cup,” a crewman said, walking by and handing Ford a black “Penguins like it cold” coffee cup.

Ford glanced around the bridge. “Back off, people! It’s for Captain Conway!”

“Your engraved flatware has been shipped to your quarters,” the crewman added, stepping back to the turbolift.

“Get off the bridge already, buddy!” Ford called back to him, and looked at the viewscreen. “Somebody find me that Bird of Prey, and find it now!”

Dawson glanced back down at her panel and began working, muttering something softly to herself.

Ford pivoted around in the command chair. “What?”

“I said, you could’ve gotten ME a t-shirt, Commander.”

Ford threw his shirt at her. “There. Take mine! And find that ship!”

Nigel stepped up to Ford’s side, draping his hands behind his back. “Starfleet strategists have theorized that someone on Deidre’s ship is extremely adept with technology. It’s altogether possible that they’ve altered the Voracious, as such to make her virtually undetectable.”

“Well, that’s a little ray of sunshine,” Ford muttered.

“I just want you to be aware that this mission may already be a failure. Your Commander Larkin may already be lost, or worse yet traded to the black market to be…chopped up…like so much scrap metal.”

“Not if I have anything to do with it.” Ford thought a moment. “Wait. Voracious?”

“That’s what she’s named her ship. The Voracious Appetite for Justice.”

Ford shook his head, chuckling softly. “Voracious. I’ve got to meet your wife.”

“If you can find her.”



“Have you found her?” Kamtezen asked, running up to join Gellar in the crowded, chaotic lobby of the Yngwie Malmstein Conference Center.

“Who, Larkin?” Gellar asked, glancing around as Puckett surveyed the area with her security tricorder.

Kamtezen nodded vigorously. “Yes, of course, Larkin. Where is she?”

“We don’t know yet,” Gellar said. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Nobody was hurt, that I can tell. Everyone’s just…disturbed….”

“Well, I would be too. I heard the keynote speaker backed out.”

“I tried to contact our runabout,” Kamtezen continued. “But I couldn’t get through to it.”

“Yeah, that’s because they crashed it for you,” Gellar said. “Some of your engineers are recovering it now.”

“Then what?”

“Then we go to Frigidia to rendez-vous with the twin-drive section. Commander Ford is there following a lead that may direct us to Larkin and the Privateers.”

“Twin-drive? The Aerostar split up?”

“We thought we’d cover more ground that way,” Gellar said, then did a double-take at Kamtezen. “Um, Lieutenant…”

Kamtezen had left a trail of silvery powder that was trickling out of his pant leg. “ZRAT IT! My smaltz cycle!”

“Problems?”

“Just, in times of stress, my smaltz cycle starts up. It’s not dangerous. It just…produces a powerder. It’s actually quite hypoallergenic.”

“I’ll take your word for it. Cleanup on aisle whatever-this is!” Gellar called out. “Please don’t tell me where that powder is coming from.”

“The answer might surprise you.” Kamtezen shook out both pantlegs. “Look, can we go or what?”

“Yeah,” Gellar said. “I’ll leave a few security officers and some med-techs down here, and report the situation to Starfleet.”

“Can you tell them I’m available to do other gigs?” a man asked, racing up to Gellar.

“Who are you?”

“Ensign Hargrove. I filled in for Seven of Nine.”

Gellar glanced at Hargrove, then at Kamtezen. “There’s a joke to be made here, but even I’m not touching it. Let’s get the hell out of here.”



When Conway’s eyes fluttered open, he found Lanham leaning over him.

“David, you all right?” she asked.

“Fine, but for a zinger of a headache,” Conway moaned, leaning up and rubbing the back of his neck. “What the hell happened?”

“We were sedated.”

“That’s what you were getting all panicked about? Sedatives?”

“No,” Lanham said. “The reports from the Enterprise stated that the Rubiconians punished all lawbreakers in the same way: lethal injection.”

“Well, those laws must have changed, because we’re still here.” Conway sat up on the bench, surveying the cramped, off-white cell that he and Lanham occupied. He rubbed his eyes, trying to focus, and then looked at Lanham again. “Dear…um…why do you have horns?”

Lanham glanced up at her forehead and sighed. “They’re not horns.” She fingered the little metal protuberances that were attached to either side of her forehead. “Best as I can tell, they’re some kind of signal emitters. You’ve got them too.”

“I…” Conway reached up, tentatively touching the pyramid-shaped nubs. “Damn. Wonder how deep they go in?”

“A few inches into the frontal lobe, is my guess,” Lanham said, prompting Conway’s eyes to roll back into his head.

“Why…why…why did I have to ask?”

Lanham shrugged. “I dunno, but you did. So how do we get out of here?”

Conway laid there a few moments moaning, then finally sat up. “We request to speak with a neutral representative. We get someone from the Starfleet JAG office down here and get this fixed!”

“If we tell them that they jabbed sensor probes into our foreheads, that should prompt a quick response.”

Conway grimaced. “You’d think.”

Just then, another tall, muscular blond man strolled in, wearing not much more than a diaper. He surveyed the scene.

“Greetings, violators. I am Barook, your caregiver and adjudicator. Have you been treated well?”

“Except for the metal shards in our brains, yes, fine,” Conway snapped. “I want to speak to someone from the Starfleet JAG office, and I want to speak with them NOW!”

“I’m sorry,” Barook said placidly. “I’m afraid I cannot allow that. You are not permitted to communicate with anyone outside this planet.”

“Why not?”

The Rubiconian’s benign attitude started to fade. “Because we had this problem with you Federation people many years ago, and we’ve taken steps to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

“What steps?” Lanham asked.

“First of all, you can’t bring in anybody from your ship, or your Star Fleet. Because they’ll just do what Captain Picard did, which is talk us out of exacting our punishment. It’s annoying, and it’s none of your business how we conduct our affairs.”

“It’s a little of our business, if we’re the ones you’re killing!” Conway snapped.

“That’s just it,” the man said, his tone once again placid. “I’m delighted to tell you that the ultimate penalty is no longer enforced on this planet.”

“I guess that’s a fancy way of saying ‘killing.’”

“Perhaps,” the man said. “Instead, we offer a much more reasonable and fair punishment.”

“Which…is?” Conway asked skeptically.

Barook stepped over to a blinking console, flipped a switch, and headed for the door. “You’ll see. Enjoy!”

<What the hell was that?> Conway thought to himself.

“I don’t know,” Lanham said aloud, and Conway stared at her.

<How is it she can hear my thoughts?>

<Don’t ask me,> Lanham thought back, and Conway’s eyes went wide.

<WHAT THE F***!?!?>



Chapter Five



VORACIOUS



Deidre Bain sat on the “shelf” jokingly referred to as a bed, in her

quarters aboard the Voracious, as there was a bleep at her door.

“Come,” she said, looking up from the padd she was reviewing.

“We’re on a serpentine course through sector 21302,” Besket said, looming in the doorway. “We’re maintaining a speed of Warp Five as ordered, so as not to attract sensor attention.”

“And the phase-cloak?”

“Operational, so far.”

“Keep up the good work, Besket, and you’ll go far in this little war.”

“As far as you?” Besket asked, approaching Deidre.

“You can only hope.”

“Six months ago, I was destined to lead this crew.”

Deidre yawned. “My, how things have changed.”

“We had a ship, not as great as this, but a Cardassian Freighter capable of sublight runs throughout the Cardassian system. We could have hit and run a dozen supply ships, and remained undetectable with Limpet’s sensor tricks.”

“You could have,” Deidre said. “But someone with a grander plan came round, and you should be glad she did.”

Besket looked around. “Your ideas, your ship, your quest. Does any of this have anything remotely to do with the Cardassians?”

Deidre considered that, leaning up on her bunk. “A little, I suppose. Why, are you Cardassian?”

Besket stepped closer to Deidre. “Don’t you forget it, human.”

Deidre stood, eye to eye with Besket. “Is that a threat?”

“Merely an observation,” Besket said. “That if you stumble, if you fail our team in any way, I’ll be there, dagger in hand.”

Deidre nodded. “I see. Would you happen to be referring to…” She reached out, and in a smooth, calm motion, grabbed the dagger from its holster in Besket’s thigh and raised it up to his throat, holding it there, her hand never wavering. “…this dagger?”

“Y-yes,” Besket said.

“Okay. Just checking.” She handed the knife to him and sat back down on her bunk. “Is that all?”

Besket moved back to the doorway, and glanced back at Deidre. “Simply wondering where you plan on going from here. Would you like us to line up potential buyers for the android?”

“Not yet,” Deidre said, a thoughtful glint in her eyes. “I have a better use for ‘Commander’ Larkin than simply selling her off, thanks to Limpet, that boy genius.” She twisted a finger through her hair thoughtfully. “Chin up, Besket. We’re going to have ourselves a spot of fun.”

“I can’t wait,” Besket grumbled, and ducked out of Deidre’s quarters.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 57906.1. The Aerostar-A is rendez-vousing with the…well, the Aerostar-A, as Lt. Gellar has returned from Galadriel with Lt.Kamtezen in tow. Meanwhile, I’ve been meeting with Nigel Hampstershire to try and determine our next course of action in finding the Cardassian Privateers and rescuing Commander Larkin from their leader, Deidre Bain.



“That wasn’t half bad, was it?” Lt. Commander Ford asked, looking up at the others gathered around the conference table in the Auxiliary Conference Room on the Twin-Drive section.

“It was adequate,” Lt. Saral said from the other end of the table. “However, it is only the ‘Captain’s’ log if the captain records it. You may, in the future, wish to use the words ‘acting captain’s log.’”

“Or ‘Chief Numbskull,’” Lt. Gellar suggested, stepping into the conference room, Kamtezen behind him. “Anybody miss me?”

“Not really,” Ford said, following Gellar with his eyes as he sat down. “Did you pick up any leads on Galadriel?”

“No,” Gellar said, and inclined his head at the Bewhal engineer beside him, “but Kamtezen got powder all over the place.”

Ford blinked. “Well, that’s not so unusual for a Bewhal, is it?”

Nigel Hampstershire leaned forward, from his place next to Ford. “We have to act, gentlemen. Time is of the essence.”

“We’ve put out some feelers,” Ford said. “Even now, Lieutenant Dawson is working on a method to track Deidre Bain’s warship.”

Kamtezen leaned in. “Maybe we should ask Captain Conway for his assistance?”

“I’ve got the matter well in hand,” Ford said. “No need to disturb him.”

“The First Officer has been kidnapped by pirates!” Kamtezen said, leaping to face Ford, sending a cloud of powder up out of his shirtsleeves. “The Captain has to be informed!”

“And you need to grab a dust pan,” Ford said. “Calm down, Mister Whineypants. I plan on sending a comprehensive report to Captain Conway once we have something substantial to report. Right now, we just have hints and allegations.”

“And a missing android,” Saral pointed out.

“You’re not helping me, Saral,” Ford snapped.

“True. But, in point of fact, I am not trying.”

“People, people,” Ford said, gesturing around the table. “If we’re going to rescue Larkin, I need you all on the same page, working together.”

“Have you met our crew?” Gellar asked, arching his eyebrow.

“Could we possibly get another ship out here?” Nigel asked meekly.

Ford whipped around toward him. “No! The Aerostar can handle this. I can handle this!”

“Dawson to Ford,” chimed the comm system. “Sir, we’re picking something up on AWN news that I think you should see.”

“Pipe it down to the conference room,” Ford said. “And transfer the command crew back to the actual bridge. Mister Gellar is here, which means I guess that the ship is back in one piece again.”

“And we somehow managed to keep the two ships from crashing into each other,” Gellar said. “You should have seen it.”

“I was taking a meeting,” Ford replied, and turned toward the viewscreen at the front of the room. “Cue it up, Dawson.”

The viewscreen lit up with the image of a reporter standing outside of a towering, shiny aluminum building.

“Thank you, Pierce,” the smartly-suited woman with blonde bobbed hair said. “I’m standing here in front of the Intergalactic Bank of the Shelliac, where just moments ago, the bank vault was robbed by a highly unusual perpetrator.”

The view changed to dimly-lit internal sensor footage, that showed a pair of armed Shelliac guards standing in front of a vault door. To Ford, the Shelliac pretty much looked like big men hiding under expensive, dark comforters, but he figured, like the Breen and so many others, there was a darn good explanation for that.

Ford’s ruminations were interrupted as the two guards raised their phaser rifles. A dark blur moved toward them, and they surrounded it before Ford could tell what it was.

“Lieutenant Dawson,” Ford said. “Try to enhance the image and zoom in!”

“Already there, sir,” Dawson said, as the image suddenly magnified.

The two Shelliac were unceremoniously thrown aside, slamming into a wall and falling in clothy heaps. All that was left was the perpetrator: A big, oblong, black and white…

“Penguin?” Nigel asked softly.

“Yes, that does appear to be a penguin,” Ford said, agape.

The penguin walked up to the vault door, grasped the handle with its flippers, and lifted it off its hinges effortlessly, tossing it aside as if it weighed nothing.

“Hey, Zack,” Gellar said, looking on. “What did you find on Frigidia?”

“The usual post-break-in chaos,” Ford said slowly. “Plus…a missing penguin costume.”

Saral watched as the penguin marched out of the vault, hauling a massive pallet of latinum bricks. “And now a person with inhuman strength is robbing a vault wearing a penguin suit.”

“Seems like,” Ford said.

The image then returned to that of the reporter, walking toward the camera. “After removing over a thousand bars of gold-pressed latinum, the perpetrator was beamed away. Authorities cannot locate the suspect’s ship, and are currently operating on the assumption that the ship must be using a cloaking device.”

“Any thoughts on the identity of the perpetrator, Patty?” the voice of Pierce, the AWN anchor, broke in.

“It would seem to be a penguin, Pierce.”

“Or an android in a penguin suit,” Gellar pointed out.

“Turn it off, Dawson,” Ford said, turning in his chair. He glanced at the faces around the conference table. “And contact Captain Conway. Tell him he may have to cut his vacation short, no matter how much fun he’s having.”



<Why are you in my brain?>

<Why are YOU in my brain?> Conway stared at Lanham for a few beats of incredulity, then settled back on the bench in his cell. <Stop thinking, stop thinking, stop thinking. Foot sex! Oh, no, God no…little dead kittens…STOP IT! STOPSTOPSTOP!>

Lanham sat down next to Conway and slid an arm around him. “David,” she said aloud. “Calm down. You’re going to hyperventilate.”

<AUTOEROTIC ASPHYXIATION!>

She turned him to face her, staring in his eyes. “DAVID!”

“Huh?” Conway asked, finding it odd that the sound of her voice was the same whether she moved her lips or not.

“Settle. Settle and focus,” Lanham said. “Obviously, we have a problem.”

“I can hear your thoughts?”

“Yes. That would seem to be the problem.” <Idiot.>

“Idiot?”

Lanham blanched. “It just slipped out.” <I can’t help it if I’m the smart one.>

“Hey, now…” Conway stammered. “That’s not fair.” <Besides, I could do better.>

Lanham stood up. “You could do better!? You’re welcomed to try, mister!”

Conway stared up at her. “Now who needs to focus and settle?”

“You’re right.” Lanham sat down again and closed her eyes, trying to think logically. <Now what could they possibly want from us. Starfleet secrets? Access codes? Fleet position?”

<Look in the bottom drawer in my bedroom on the Aerostar. I never meant to use it but I was intrigued by its size…>

Lanham grimaced, then shook Conway by his shoulders. <STOP THINKING, DAMN IT!>

“I’m sorry,” Conway said in a low voice. “Don’t look in my drawer.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” She stood and began to pace. “What do the Rubiconians want?”

“They seem to be pretty serious about their laws, that’s for sure,” Conway said. “Maybe they just want to scare us.”

“It’s just a very odd punishment,” Lanham said, rubbing her chin. “I mean why. Why would they want to do this to us, if not for Federation secrets?”

“Quite simple, really,” a voice said from the other side of the brig’s security field. “It’s a mechanism to prevent your escape.”

Conway and Lanham both stared at the man; a slim, dapper, middle- aged man in a charcoal grey suit, carrying a slim padd-case. He had deep, in-set, calculating eyes and thoughtfully-pursed lips. He stared at Conway and Lanham much as a cat would stare at a juicy piece of tuna.

“I’m here to help. Hal R. Sholen, Defender-at-Large.”

Conway stood and approached the security field. “Defender? That sounds an awful lot like a….”

“Yes. I’m a lawyer.”

“Didn’t we kill all the lawyers like two hundred years ago?”

Sholen laughed. “It was longer ago than that, I’m afraid. But some of us still exist. We roam in small packs, like wolves. My particular group is known as ’Katz, Sholen, Danbury, and Blarg.”

“So why aren’t you dead?” Conway asked pointedly.

“We escaped.” Sholen shifted boredly from foot to foot. “You’ll find, Captain, that lawyers are a cunning lot. Not unlike yourself.”

<Please!> Lanham thought.

Conway glared back at her. <Sweetie, jeeze….you really hurt my feelings!> He clamped a hand over his mouth. “DAMN! I mean…I mean shut your trap!” He turned to Sholen. “So what exactly can you do for us?”

“If you wish, I can represent you. Advocate for your immediate release.” Sholen flipped open his case and showed Conway a padd with scrolling text. “As you can see, there are several precedents among Federation statutes in this matter. It won’t be difficult to establish good cause to release you from this sentence, time served.”

“You could do that?” Lanham asked.

Sholen nodded. “You’re far too important to lose, Captain.”

“What about me?” Lanham asked.

“Frankly, you’re expendable,” Sholen said bluntly.

<EXPENDABLE?> Lanham’s thoughts boomed.

He turned to Conway. “You, on the other hand, are of supreme interest to us. We’ve followed your exploits with great interest, the past couple of years.”

“You have?” <I’ve had exploits?>

“Yes. Ever since the heroic stand you took against institutionalized religion on the U.S.S. Explorer. You were willing to sacrifice everything to prove a point, while upholding the spirit and letter of Federation Law.”

“Well, they did try to take away my coffee…” <Does anyone understand me? Who am I, really?>

Sholen chuckled mildly as Conway angrily thumped himself in the head. “It’s not happenstance that brought me to you today, Captain. Nor was it coincidence that brought me to your cell on Trill, when you once again found yourself victim of a planetary plot against you.”

“On Trill…what do you mean?” Conway thought a moment. <Potatoes, potatoes, I love potatoes….battered and fried, any which way, potatoes are the subterranean snack that makes my day!>

Lanham stepped forward, trying desperately to drown out Conway’s thoughts with thoughts of her own. “Is it really necessary that we be…plugged in…to each other’s thoughts like this?”

“It’s a simple security measure. It enables the staff here, and your appointed defender, by the way, to monitor your thoughts. That way we can judge motive, intent, and all the little details that make up a trial case.” He sighed. “Apparently, though, an unfortunate byproduct of the neural transmitters is that they can easily cross-link with transmitters that are within the broadcast range. It’s not unusual for Rubiconian cell-mates to beat each other senseless before their cases ever go to trial, because they can read each other’s thoughts.”

“Maybe it was better when they just killed people on the spot,” Lanham posited.

<Mashed, julienned, and don’t forget curly fries!> Conway thought- sang, until finally his eyes widened in recollection. “Wait! You’re the hooded guy who came in to chat with me when I was waiting for my trial on Trill!”

“It took you that long to recall that?” Sholen asked, shaking his head.

Conway pointed at the back of his neck. “Considering I have a six- inch probe jabbed into my brain stem, I think I’m doing pretty good.”

“Yes, well this year’s Daystrom Prize is yours for the taking then, I suppose.”

Conway stepped up to the field, curling his hands into fists. “Are you here to help us or not, Sholen?”

“Oh, definitely the former,” Sholen said. “But I want you to help us too. We won’t ask you to make any commitments now. Contracts made under duress are often more trouble than they’re worth. But I want to give you some food for thought. And…I’m sorry it’s not potatoes.”

“We all have different ways of thinking!” Conway snapped.

“Be that as it may, I want you to consider this: Come to law school. Let us train you, so you can complete your destiny and become a formidable trial attorney.”

Conway laughed. “That’s rich. Considering that my current office comes with the ability to launch quantum torpedoes from my desk, it’s not likely.”

“You yearn for something, David Conway,” Sholen said, boring into Conway with his eyes. “You’re aching with a need I can fulfil.”

<This is going somewhere really strange,> Lanham thought.

“You’re cunning, intelligent, and reasonably well-spoken,” Sholen said. “We have people who can…polish you. In the meantime, you have a skill that’s impossible to learn. You, sir, are an outstanding arguer.”

<You’re right about that one,> Lanham muttered to herself.

“Consider my offer,” Sholen said, and stepped away. “Meanwhile, I’ll be upstairs conversing with your jailers. I should have word for you soon. Bye for now!”

Conway watched Sholen walk away. <That was weird,> he thought.

Lanham shook her head. <And THIS isn’t?>

<No. This definitely is too.>



“The penguin, in her natural habitat, is far from the genial flightless avian we’ve come to know,” Deidre Bain said, crouching on the upper gangway that surrounded the Voracious’s cargo bay, as Larkin, penguin head now off, paced the bay. In the locked chambers beneath her, a Legat’s ransom in latinum bricks resided, all spoils of Deidre’s newfound toy.

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” Limpet asked, standing behind Deidre, observing with hands clasped behind his back.

“It’s a kick!” Deidre exclaimed, dangling her legs over the railing. “Make her speak again.”

“I’d warn against that,” Limpet said, withdrawing the small, blocky transmitter he’d been using to control Larkin’s movements. “It’s posed…problems…thus far.”

“Nonsense. I want to hear what she has to say.”

“None of it will be good.”

“Just be a dear and do it, Limpet.”

“Yes, Captain,” Limpet said, and thumbed a control.

“…disgrace to everything Starfleet stands for. I will speak to a neutral representative. You will cease using me in such a humiliating and corrupt fashion, and I will have satisfaction!” Larkin turned and shook an impotent flipper at Deidre.

“Well, good to see your emotion program is working correctly.”

“It is working overtime, I assure you,” Larkin said. “You must cease and desist this course of action immediately.”

Deidre yawned, and lazily dragged herself to her feet, leaning over the railing that overlooked the cargo bay. “Oh, dear Larkin, I intend to continue this course of action for a good while longer.”

“To what end?”

“You haven’t put it together yet? I want latinum. Cold, hard, gold-pressed latinum. Fuel for the good fight for the people of Cardassia.”

“There are other means,” Larkin said, pursing her lips. “Diplomacy, mediation…”

“BOR-RING!” Deidre announced, folding her arms. “Besides, the Cardassian Interim Government would never allow it. They’re happy with the status quo. Hoard Federation supplies for the upper class and ensure none of it makes its way to the Cardassians who need it.”

“These are issues that can be discussed with Federation representatives. They doubtless have strategies they can employ to…”

“Tried that already,” Deidre said, turning around and planting her hands on the railing, hoisting herself and testing her strength, dangling in mid-air. “My ponce of a husband did what he could but was unsurprisingly ineffective. Cardassians don’t listen. All they understand is violence.”

“We do enjoy a good opera every now and then,” Limpet said.

“Violence and opera,” Deidre said. “Same thing if you ask me. Fun in short bursts, but ultimately exhausting.” She let herself down from her perch and landed on the deck plating again. “Rather like sex, too.”

“We should deactivate her,” Limpet said. “Use her only when needed, and keep her vocal program offline.”

“You are making a colossal mistake,” Larkin said, glaring up at Deidre. “The Federation can be a powerful ally. You do not want them as your enemy.”

“They won’t be my enemy, as long as they don’t get in my way.”

“I can assure you, if you continue this behavior, they will get in your way. With crushing and powerful force. You will soon find that there is nowhere to hide from the awesome resources and staggering tenacity of Starfleet.”

“You’re right, Limpet,” Deidre said boredly. “Turn her voice off.”

“Even now, they are strategizing. They will not rest until I am fr…”



“Ford to Gellar.”

“Gellar here.”

“Report to the readyroom immediately.”

“Should you even be in there?”

“Shut up and get in here. I have a problem.”

Moments later, Lt. Gellar appeared in the doorway to the captain’s readyroom. “Having a hard time understanding the lines of demarcation surrounding the Shelliac Corporate?” He glanced down at Ford, who was on the floor.

“No. My hand’s stuck behind this bookcase,” Ford said, staring at Conway’s bookcase with barely restrained ire. “I was playing with a marble and it fell back there. I tried to get it and now…” He wriggled his arm angrily. “I’m stuck.”

“Oh boy,” Gellar said. “This is a big job. I’m going to need to call in a crack team of engineers.”

“This isn’t funny!” Ford said. “As your commanding officer, I order you to help me move this bookcase off my hand!”

“Ooh, you know what, I think I just heard the Red Alert klaxon,” Gellar said, turning to the door.

“Would you stop fooling around!” Ford growled.

Gellar laughed and stepped over to the bookcase. “Want me to blow it up with a photon grenade?”

“BRIAN!”

“Okay, okay,” Gellar said, and tipped the bookcase forward, prompting Ford to remove his hand and shake it out, wincing. He tipped the bookcase back and knelt, studying its contents. “What does Conway read anyway? Moby Dick, Shakespeare, Chicken Soup for the Soul. Standard editions in Random House’s ‘Captain’s Collection,’ along with a buttload of Tom Clancy..”

“And some historical text on NASCAR,” Ford said, rubbing his hand and stepping back behind the desk. “Want to know something else annoying? The replicator only makes coffee.”

“Are you surprised?”

Ford shrugged and sat down. “I guess not. I just figured he might be in the mood for a chai tea or a chantico or something, sometime.”

“Obviously not,” Gellar said, sitting down across from the desk. “So have you figured out our next move?”

“I’m basically doing it,” Ford said, and stared at the blank viewer next to him. “Waiting for Captain Conway to respond.”

“No luck there yet, eh?”

“How’d you know?”

“I’m the tactical officer. I monitor all our incoming and outgoing communications.”

“Bully for you,” Ford said. “What does that do for me?”

“Well, I have one communication in particular that might help.”

Ford looked up, brightening. “Really?”

Gellar nodded, then cupped his hands to his mouth. “GET OFF YOUR ASS AND DO SOMETHING!”

Ford scooted back a little. “Please, don’t beat around the bush. Tell me how you really feel.”

“Seriously, Zack,” Gellar said, leaning back. “The captain and his wife are on a civilian pleasure planet. If they even have access to a comm station, they probably only check it once a day. They probably haven’t gotten to their comm messages yet.”

“I wonder if I should try to get a message to him via samurai assassin?”

“I’m thinking that’s not an option, but you get points for creativity,” Gellar said, then stood. “But as your acting first officer, I think it’s my duty to tell you that we’re drifting aimlessly right now. The crew’s not going to hang on waiting for answers forever. They need some leadership, direction.”

“And Kamtezen needs to keep his powder in his pants where it belongs,” Ford mused. He looked up at Gellar. “Okay, say I decide to act. What do I do?”

“Well, you’re the guy in charge, you tell me.”

“Do we have any way to track the Voracious?”

“Dawson and Kamtezen have been working on it around the clock. They think they can track the neutrino emissions as she cloaks and decloaks.”

“What’s the range?”

Gellar shrugged. “Couple parsecs.”

“We’re gonna have to be close,” Ford said. “And we have to assume Deidre’s not done raiding rich planets near Cardassia. After all, she’s got access to a super burglar in Commander Larkin, and seemingly has total control over her.”

“True. So what’s our next move?”

Ford swivelled in his chair. “We have to find a rich planet near Cardassian space. Any come to mind.”

“A few. Golgothor, Leseppia, Dredian Three….” He rubbed his chin. “Well, then there’s always…”

Ford looked up. “Yes, there is!”

Gellar’s eyes widened. “It would be a tempting target.”

Ford stood up, tapping his combadge. “Ford to Garrity. Lay in a course for Ferenginar and engage at maximum warp when ready.”

Gellar nodded, following Ford out onto the bridge. “And what do we do when we get there, Mister Bright Ideas?”

“We’ll play it by ear.”



Chapter Six



RUBICON THREE



“Wake up!” Dr. Lanham demanded, shaking Conway’s shoulders as he reclined in his bunk in the Rubicon cell.

“Wha?” Conway stirred, shifting up on his elbows. “What?”

“You were dreaming.”

“So?”

“I could…see your dreams…” Lanham trailed off, her face a little pale. “David, you need to spend some time with Counselor Telvin when you get back to the Aerostar.”

“Why? Oh, the thing with the rabbits. Don’t worry about it. I’ve had that dream since I was six.”

“You’re not making things any better. Please just don’t talk right now. And don’t think. Especially about rabbits!”

“Well then what am I supposed to do?” Conway asked. <It’s not like you’re going to be very conversational.>

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“This is just what my friends warned me about getting married,” Conway said. “You get in trouble for even thinking something.”

“You do if I can read your thoughts!” Lanham cocked her head. “Wait a sec. Since when do you have friends?”

“I talk to people!” <I have as many friends as you.>

“I’ll have you know I went to a bazaar on Glentab Eight with Ensign Paup from Xenobotany just last month.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard Sherrie Paup is lots of fun,” Conway said. “Did she show you her scrapbook?”

“That thing is amazing!” Lanham said defensively. “You only wish you could create something so beautiful!”

<Bitch.>

“Stop it!” <Ass.>

Conway stood up and walked over to the forcefield that penned him and his wife inside the cell. “We have got to get out of here. We’re going to end up killing each other.”

<Should have finished the job on that mountain.>

Conway whirled on a heel, pointing at Lanham. “I KNEW IT! You did try to kill me that day!”

“It was trade winds!”

“You were thinking you should have finished the job…”

Lanham shrugged. “I was just being fanciful.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Ahem.”

Conway and Lanham turned to see Hal Sholen standing on the other side of the forcefield, accompanied by a muscular, bronzy guy in a g- string.

“Captain, Doctor…this is Governor Leftel. I’ve been in discussions with him about commuting your sentence.”

Conway bowed. “Governor. Have you just come from the beach, or an important assembly meeting? It’s hard to tell, you know.”

“Volleyball,” Leftel said, and paced in front of the cell. “You know, it’s unheard of in Rubiconian Law to commute a sentence.”

“But there’s always a first time,” Sholen said, holding up a finger.

“Mister Sholen here was just telling me about some of the benefits of most favored planet status with the Federation.”

“Don’t you already have that?”

Leftel looked down. “We have junior member status.”

“Oh, would that be because of the fact that your ships can only go warp two, or is it the fact you all walk around in your underwear all day?”

“You’re just jealous that the average Rubiconian has zero percent body fat!” Leftel snapped back.

“I’d like to see data on that…” Lanham smouldered.

“People, please,” Sholen said, stepping in front of Leftel. “We’re getting sidetracked. The point of this discussion is that Governor Leftel and I have worked out an amicable resolution to this situation.”

“Which is?” Conway asked.

“Mister Sholen pointed out the virtues of cooperation to me,” Leftel said. “We want to demonstrate to the Federation that we’re a merciful people, and that our earlier transgressions are no indication of our current, benevolent nature.”

“Plus, getting most favored planet status for Rubicon would be a boon to your political career,” Lanham pointed out.

“There…is that,” Leftel admitted.

“I’m not sure how I can help you with that,” Conway said.

Sholen narrowed his eyes at Conway. “Sure you can. You just make a recommendation to the Federation Council. They respect your opinion. They’ll listen to you.”

“They almost had me relieved of command last year,” Conway said. Then Lanham glared at him.

<Don’t screw this up!> she thought.

“Right, of course,” Conway said. “That’s all behind us now.”

Leftel glanced at a small screen next to the cell. A row of text ran across the screen:



Conway, David A: No it’s not. I’m lying. I’m lying. I’m lying. I’m lying. I’m lying.



“Must be a faulty transmitter,” Sholen said uneasily, maneuvering between Leftel and the screen. “Do we have a deal, Governor?”

“I don’t….”

He reached out and grabbed Leftel’s hand, pumping it vigorously. “Good. Glad to hear it. I’ll draw up the official documents and we’ll be on our way.”

“Just one small matter,” Lanham spoke up. She pointed at the back of her neck. “The cigar-shaped probe stuck in our brains!”

“Oh,” Leftel said, pursing his lips. “You want us to remove the probes?”

“No. We’re in a contest to see how long we can go without killing each other!” Conway said through gritted teeth.

“I’m sorry,” Leftel said. “We don’t know how to remove the probes. Nobody has ever needed them removed, as our prisoners are either put to death or spend life imprisoned.”

“Warp two,” Lanham said, shaking her head.

“All right, then,” Sholen said. “Let’s get you guys out of here, and worry about the transmitters later. I’m sure you’re terribly missed on the Aerostar.”



“Any word from Conway?” Ford asked, leaning forward in the command chair, as the Aerostar raced toward Ferenginar.

“Nothing yet,” Gellar said, looking up from his console. “I’m getting kind of worried about him and Lanham.”

“You’ve always wanted to shmaltz her, haven’t you?”

“I don’t know what you’re referring to. But I thank you for saying it in Nausicaan,” Gellar muttered.

“Who cares,” Ford said. “We don’t need Captain Conway. I can handle this on my own.”

“There’s a boy,” Gellar said. “Speak it, then be it.”

“Who told you that crap?”

“Telvin, at one of his motivational speeches.”

“Figures.”

“Commander Ford!” a high-pitched British voice sounded from the aft turbolift.

“Crap, not him again,” Ford said, swiveling in the command chair. “Ah, Nigel! Good to see you. What’s happening, you old sot?”

“That’s a question I should be asking you,” Nigel said. “I’ve been waiting belowdecks for an update on my wife’s status for hours now, and have received not so much as a word from your bridge.”

“We’ve been kind of busy trying to find said wife, at the moment,” Ford said, shifting in the command chair. “So settle down.”

“I will not settle down!” Nigel said. “I’ve repeatedly warned you about my wife’s intentions, and you’ve done nothing.”

“We’re going to Ferenginar to intercept her now!”

“Ferenginar?”

“We think that’s her next likely target.”

Nigel calmed. “I see. Well, is there anything I can do?”

“Shut up and get out of our way,” Ford said. “We have a wonderful bar belowdecks. Perhaps you’ve been there? The Starlight Lounge-A?”

“Mother doesn’t allow me to drink,” Nigel said, sitting primly in the chair beside Ford.

“Your mother tells you what you can and can’t do? What are you, forty?”

“Mother musn’t be disobeyed. I live under her roof, after all.”

Ford blinked. “You’re a Federation Ambassador, and you live with your Mother?”

“Make fun of me if you will, but I needn’t remind you that you’ve got blood in this game now. That of your Commander Larkin.”

“She doesn’t have any blood,” Ford said. “But your point is taken. Now if you’ll just take your point and go somewhere else…”

Nigel stood. “Don’t give my wife quarter for a single moment. If you have an opportunity, you must disable her ship at all costs. Don’t be merciful. She’ll certainly show no mercy for you.”

“I hope you kids didn’t buy a whole lot of matching linens,” Ford said to himself as Nigel ducked back into the turbolift.

That man was very off-putting. There was a word for guys like him, but Ford couldn’t think of it.



“Ponce,” Deidre said, drawing her knees up to her chin and staring at the holo of Nigel on the dresser in her cramped cabin. “Poncey fool. You’d better not be coming after me.”

The buzzer at her door sounded, and she put her feet down on the floor, leaning up. “Come in.”

Her door opened to reveal Limpet. “I thought you’d like to know that we’re about to take up orbit around Ferenginar Seven.”

“Good. Have the other alterations been made to Commander Larkin?”

“They are untested, but they’ve been made.”

Deidre clapped Limpet on the back and led him out of her cabin. “I trust you implicitly, my boy. Now let’s away to the bridge and get a good seat for the show.”

“Yes, ma’am.”



“Did you participate in Community Service Day?” asked Crunk, head of the Ferenginar Seven Latinum Repository Guard (Motto: “Loving would be easy if your colours were like my dream / Gold, gold, gold and gold; gold, gold and gold.”)

Dunk, Crunk’s partner for the day, moved his phaser rifle from one shoulder to the next and twitched a bit, as the two of them stood in front of the door that led to one of the five richest latinum vaults in the Ferengi Alliance. “Yes. We painted the dwelling of a destitute female.”

“Did you put clothes on her?” Crunk asked.

Dunk shrunk a bit. “Yes.”

“Hell of a thing,” Crunk said. “Were you reimbursed for your troubles?”

Dunk reached behind his back and pulled out what looked like a cloth white bowl, and popped it on his head. “I got a hat. A…base-bawl hat.”

“Hell of a thing.” Crunk kicked at the ground. “Almost makes you wonder why we even have vaults anymore, if nobody is supposed to care about latinum.”

“People still care. I still care,” Dunk muttered.

“How long do you think this… benevolence thing…will last?”

“Until somebody worthy steps up to dethrone Nagus Rom,” Dunk growled.

“Be careful who you say that to. He’s got lobes everywhere.”

“I’ll show him lobes.”

“Seriously. You never know what he might do. I’ve heard stories of Nagus Zek making Ferengi disappear altogether!”

Dunk waved a dismissive hand. “Zek, maybe. This is a kinder, gentler Ferenginar. Rom’s not that kind of Nagus.”

Suddenly, the air in front of Crunk and Dunk crackled, and a massive penguin appeared in front of them.

“AYIEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE! Avian attacker!” Dunk screeched, falling into a crouch. Crunk quickly followed suit, prostrating himself in front of the penguin.

“Kill him! He’s the one who offended the great Rom!”

“Welcher!” Dunk seethed. “That’s the last time I split my boiled slug with you at lunch!”

“Shut up and take your punishment like a Ferengi!” Crunk snapped, covering his head.

The penguin merely picked them both up, and tossed them easily into a wall. They slid down the wall, unconscious no doubt from a mix of panic, fear, and concussion.

The penguin then calmly walked up to the vault and stared at it. Deidre looked on through a sensor mounted on the penguin’s head. She knew that the Ferengi vault would take more than brute strength.

But not much more.

Within the large penguin head, Larkin’s neural transmitter flared to life, tapping into the vault’s computerized locking mechanism.

In twenty seconds, she’d run through every possible polynumeric combination and popped the vault’s lock open.

A few moments later, the Voracious locked on to the massive supply of latinum bars within the vault and beamed them aboard.

Larkin was beamed up moments after that, much to her chagrin.



“Explorer. Richards here.”

Kamtezen glanced up at the viewer and gave Richards a small smile. “Commander. So good to see you! Hope I’m not interrupting anything?”

Richards shook his head. Kamtezen could see the backdrop was his quarters, so he must have been off-duty. “I was just having lunch. What can I do for you?”

“Oh. Just wanted to catch up on old times. You know. Small talk and such.”

“Right. Well, I know we didn’t leave on the best of…” Richards cocked his head. “I can see the powder stains on your jacket, Lieutenant. Smaltz cycle again?”

“It’s been stressful,” Kamtezen admitted.

“Uh-huh. Well, if that’s about it, I’m back on duty in a few…”

“Larkin sends her love!” Kamtezen blurted.

“Oh, she does?”

Kamtezen nodded. “She misses you quite a bit, Commander.”

“Isn’t she at a conference right now?”

“Yes. But she misses you no matter where she goes.”

“That’s nice. I should contact her, see what’s…”

“Oh, no! You don’t want to do that. Don’t worry yourself.”

“I wasn’t worried….”

“Everything’s really under control,” Kamtezen said.

“What do you mean? What’s under control?”

“You know, look at the time…I’d better be going. Could you just tell me one thing?”

“I…guess.”

“If Larkin was being controlled by a remote cordical interface of some kind, what would you use to override it?”

Richardson grimaced. “Kamtezen, I can tell you’re hiding something from me.”

“Not at all!”

“Stop the charade. For God’s sake, just stop it.”

“I…”

“If you and Kristen are going to get involved in some kind of freaky positronic foreplay, you should at least be safe about it.”

“Um…thanks?”

“No problem. Now listen up. And get a padd. This is a little complicated…”



Deidre folded her arms and leaned against the back of the command chair on the Voracious, then nodded at Speers, the conn officer. “Lay in a course out of the system, Speers. Limpet, reactivate cloak.”

“Sir, sensors just picked up another contact entering the Ferenginar system,” Limpet said, looking up from his console. “Federation starship. Prometheus-class.”

“The Aerostar,” Deidre said, licking her lips. “Guess the game’s afoot, eh?”

“What does that mean?” Besket asked, hunched over his panel.

“It’s just something British people say!” Deidre snapped. “Marrazz, ready our weapons.”

“There should be no reason for concern,” Limpet said. “We’re cloaked now. The Aerostar will not be able to detect us.”

“Are you so sure?” Deidre asked, tapping the back of her chair.

Limpet straightened. “I’d stake my reputation on it.”

“That’s comforting,” Besket deadpanned.

“We can discuss our respective reputations whenever you see fit,” Limpet replied.

“Boys,” Deidre said, watching the Aerostar angle into the system. “I’ve got a Federation starship bearing down on me. I need to know that we’re not being detected.”

“We’re not,” Limpet. “This type of cloak is tremendously difficult to penetrate.”

Deidre nodded. “Okay. All the same, send two people down to the cargo bay to keep an eye on Larkin. Keep her inactive. I don’t want any skullduggery.”

“My universal translator must be broken,” Besket said.

“Forget it,” Deidre said. “Let’s just power down to minimum. Just enough to get us out of the system on full impulse. Hopefully, we’ll…”

Suddenly a trill came from Limpet’s panel. “Sir, the Aerostar is broadcasting a general hail.”

“Put it on,” Deidre said, gesturing at the screen.

The screen blinked to a view of a shortish, cocky-looking man standing in the center of the Aerostar bridge, as officers walked back and forth busily behind him.

“Privateer ship Voracious: This is Captain Zachary Ford of the Starship Aerostar. We know you’re here. Further, we know that if you try to go to warp, we’ll detect a phase change in your cloaking device, and will lock onto it with our quantum torpedoes. Shortly thereafter, you’ll be space dust. So we so humbly suggest that you drop your cloak, give us back our android, and turn yourselves over to our custody.” Ford winked. “And trust me, Deidre. I like handcuffs.”

“Odious man,” Deidre said, wrinkling her nose. “Is he telling the truth, Limpet?”

“This model cloaking device is somewhat susceptible to phase- change variances,” Limpet said. “I suppose…”

“What happened to staking your career?” Besket asked, turning.

“It’s a smallish chance.”

Deidre sighed. “A smallish chance that’s doubled if they have a half-competent science staff over there. Oh, I don’t know, say the kind of staff a Federation starship would have!”

“That’s not just any starship,” Besket said. “I’ve taken the liberty of studying Commander Larkin’s ship.”

“Glad to know you’ve found ways to fill your spare time,” Deidre sighed, scrubbing a hand over her face. “What have you found?”

“That the Aerostar is a relatively new ship, only having been in service for less than three years. During those three years, she’s run afoul of the Trill, the Orions, and half a dozen other species. She was responsible for the destruction of an entire star system in the Gamma Quadrant just last year.”

“Yes. But does she have rear spoilers?” Deidre asked.

“Come again?” asked Besket.

“Nothing. I swear, Cardassians have no sense of humor.”

“Thank you,” Besket said. “At any rate, although the ship is more than a match for us; her crew leaves something to be desired. We have a marked psychological advantage here that we can exploit.”

“Good to know,” Deidre said. “But hopefully we won’t have to exploit it. Marrazz: What’s the Aerostar’s position relative to us?”

“Ninety million kilometers and closing on a rough intercept course,” the Yridian said. “No way to know if they’ve spotted us yet. Their course is erratic.”

“No way they’ve spotted us,” Limpet said. “No way they can.”

“We’ll see,” Dedire said. “Meanwhile, take us out of the system. In the opposite direction, if you please, Speers.”



“No way we can spot them,” Dawson said, leaning over her panel, as Lt. Kamtezen jogged onto the bridge and took his station at engineering. “I mean, we know what to look for, but it’s a split-second chance. Maybe.”

“You don’t know how much better that makes me feel,” Ford said, shifting in the command chair, leaning over so he could see the Voracious on the viewscreen as officers walked back and forth in front of him. “Guys…you can stop walking around in the background. I’m off the comm, so I won’t need extras anymore.”

“What if you get on another comm?” one of the two ensigns said. “You might need us!”

“I’ll take my chances. Go back to your stations. If you have stations, that is.”

“Yes, sir,” the other ensign sighed; and the pair headed into the turbolift.

“You have a striking way of using your resources,” Nigel said, from the seat to Ford’s left.

“Thanks, I guess,” Ford said. He angled toward the engineering console. “So if we can’t locate the Voracious, tell me we can do the next best thing.”

“Just a few more minutes,” Kamtezen said. “I’m still aligning the cadion pulse. It’s tricky.”

“Well, do your everything in your powder…” Ford covered his face. “I mean power.”

Kamtezen nodded. “If this works, you’ll be sorry you insulted me.”

“No, I really won’t,” Ford admitted.

“Sir!” Dawson called out. “Subspace spike, directly behind us! I think it’s the Voracious!”

Ford leapt from his chair. “Bring us around, Garrity. Closing speed. We won’t have long before they change course.”

Garritty nodded, and brought the Aerostar swiftly around. So swift, in fact, that Ford felt dizzy.

He turned, clutching his stomach, and looking at Kamtezen. “What kind of range do we need for your plan to work?”

“Few thousand kilometers,” Kamtezen said.

Ford turned to Gellar. “Any way of knowing if we get that close?”

“Not particularly.”

“Swell,” Ford said. “Any good news?”

“GOT IT!” Kamtezen shouted. “Signal match confirmed!”

“Do your thing, Lieutenant!” Ford ordered.

Kamtezen nodded, and pushed a control. “Done, sir!”

“Gellar,” Ford continued, jogging to tactical. “Lock onto the site of that spike and fire phasers. Both forward emitters, zero elevation, wide arc!”

Gellar nodded and tapped at the phaser controls.

Phasers lanced out in opposite directions, cutting a swath across space.

Ford stared blankly at the emptiness of space. “Anything?”

“No confirmed hits,” Gellar said, looking at his panel.

He turned to Kamtezen. “Do we know if your thing worked?”

The Bewhal shook his head. “No, but I’m starting to chafe. Permission to go belowdecks and take care of this…smaltz.”

“Ugh,” Ford muttered. “Granted.”

“Well, sizzlechest, what do we do now?” Gellar asked, folding his arms.

“We lie in wait, like a jungle predator,” Ford said.

“A jungle predator in way over its head,” Gellar said.

“Yeah.”

Nigel clapped his thighs, and stood up. “Well, blokes, if you’ll excuse me, it’s tea time. Anyone care to join me?”

“So incredibly not,” Ford muttered, and sat back down in the command chair.



“My probe itches,” Conway said, rapping his fingers on the controls aboard the runabout Kissimmee.

“Do you want an aloe injection?” Lanham asked. “I can get some from the back…”

“No,” Conway said. “It’s fine.” <Make it stop itching!>

“I’ll just get the aloe injection,” Lanham said, and rose from her seat.

Hal Sholen, meanwhile, took his cup of coffee out of the replicator slot and carried it to the seat behind Conway. “Charming woman,” he said.

“I like her,” Conway said.

“And beautiful, too.”

“She’s all right.” Conway turned. “She’s also taken, Mister.”

“Of course,” Sholen said, holding up a hand. “I’m sorry, I meant nothing by it. Just an observation.”

“Uh-huh,” Conway said, and turned back toward the onrushing stars. “Hey,” he asked, glancing back. “When did you want us to rendez- vous with your ship?”

Sholen raised his eyebrows. “Ship?”

“Yeah. I just assumed your ship was in this sector, rather than in orbit of Rubicon, since you’re, you know, still with us.”

“That’s a critical point,” Sholen said. “I don’t actually have a ship.”

“Doesn’t your firm…?”

“Don’t actually have a firm, either,” Sholen said. “I’m something of a free agent at the moment.”

Conway turned in his seat, as Lanham returned with a hypospra. “What about Katz, Sholen, and Bliggity…something.”

“Yes, well, as I said, I’m a partner in that group,” Sholen said. “At least, until they finish buffing my name off the sign in front of the building.”

“Sounds like you haven’t been altogether honest with us,” Conway said, folding his arms. “If only you had one of these stupid probes stuck in your head.”

“And, pity, alas I don’t,” Sholen said. “I assure you, though, it wasn’t my intention to be dishonest with you. My partners and I have simply had a difference of opinion.”

“Where does that leave you?” Lanham asked.

“At an impasse, and offering a substantial opportunity to the right taker.” He leaned forward, locking eyes with Conway. “Think about it, Captain: Having a lawyer aboard the Aerostar. A general counsel. An advisor in all things related to intergalactic law.”

“I do break the law pretty often,” Conway said. “Would be nice to have somebody to get me off the hook when that happens.”

<He lied to us!> Lanham thought. <He can’t be trusted!>

<Shhh! I like him. He sees something in me. Now back off!>

<Back OFF?> Lanham stood and walked out of the cockpit. <You’re dismissing me. Just like you dismiss me every time I try to talk to you about something important.>

<Like what?>

<Like having kids! Starting a family! When, David.. When?>

<LA LA LA!> Lanham pictured Conway slapping a hand over his mental mouth. <I can’t think, I can’t think! Pandas, laserbeams, impotence, Foghat, shuttlebay!>

“Problem?” Sholen asked politely.

Conway shook his head. “Nevermind. Look, you can come with us back to the Aerostar, and we’ll take it from there. If you’re useful, maybe we can find a way to keep you around.”

“You’ve made me a very happy man, Captain,” Sholen said. “You won’t regret this.”

“There’s not much about this trip I don’t regret,” Conway muttered, staring at the cabin door. “And I for one will be thrilled to get back to the Aerostar.” He leaned forward and tapped at the comm console. “That reminds me. I need to check in and make sure Ford hasn’t scuttled my ship yet.”

He tapped a few more controls, and the panel blinked, scrolling text across the screen. As Conway read the text, his eyes went wide.

The text was accompanied by the computer’s always-timely voice: “David Conway. You have…FORTY-SEVEN…new messages. To check new messages, press….”



Duff was a squat, ruddy-faced Tellarite who still wasn’t sure why he joined Deidre’s band of thugs, other than that he truly enjoyed complaining about the state of affairs in the galaxy.

He was the only Tellarite aboard, the rest of the crew consisting mostly of Cardassians, Lesseppians, and a few Yridians. And, of course, Deidre. Human to the bitter end.

But Duff had a place on the Voracious. He was relied on for security matters, forming landing parties, coordinating raiding missions. He felt needed, which was nice.

Of his experiences in his months aboard the Voracious, though, Duff’s current duty wasn’t the most exciting.

He rocked on his heels, tossing his disruptor from hand to hand, as he stood outside the door to the cargo bay in the belly of Deidre’s rusty Bird of Prey.

Within, their “precious” cargo, the android Commander Larkin, sat in a remote-induced stupor, waiting for her next mission of pillaging.

Duff felt somewhat sorry for the android. She had no choice in this. Was merely a pawn. Duff had felt that way sometimes too, but hadn’t shared it with the others. Deidre’s rhetoric was poweful, and had a way of sweeping up the crew and carrying them away on a latinum tide, their eyes filled with dreams of the riches she’d bring them.

Still, Duff wondered, when would he be seeing some of these riches? It wasn’t like the Voracious crew kept much more than was needed to run their ship. Weren’t they missing the point of being pirates?

Duff considered these heavy thoughts as the cargo bay doors opened behind him and a massive, headless penguin stepped through, and bludgeoned him unconscious with its flippers.

“Now we are getting somewhere,” Larkin said flatly, and stooped to grab Duff’s disruptor in her flippers and waddle down the corridor.



“Where to now, Deidre?” Besket asked, pacing the bridge as the Voracious, snug in her cloak, soared through space.

“Away from Starfleet, that’s where,” Deidre said, hugging one leather-clad leg and leaning back in the command chair. She twisted a finger through her hair idly as she stared at the viewscreen. “You have a better idea?”

“I just want to know there’s a point to all this.”

“Of course there is. The good Commander Larkin is obviously a hot commodity. We have to unload her to get Starfleet off our backs. Limpet’s belowdecks on the comm right now lining up buyers.”

“We’re already loaded down with latinum,” Besket said, leaning against his panel. “What are we going to do with all of it? Melt it down into a statue of you we can mount in the town square of Zeppera City?”

“Not at all,” Deidre said. “Although that’s a fetching idea. No, we’re going to put this latinum where it belongs. In the hands of good Cardassian citizens who need it.”

“I’m touched,” Besket muttered.

“We’ll keep a finder’s fee. But the rest goes to the rebuilding effort. Get Cardassia back on her feet again so they don’t have to be the Federation’s lapdogs. Don’t you want that?”

“Sure, as long as I’m lining my latinum locker as well,” Besket said.

“You’ll not go hungry, I promise that,” Deidre said. She leaned over and pressed a control on her chair arm. “Limpet, dear heart, have you found anything yet?”

“Yes ma’am. I’ll be up shortly with the details. I think you’ll be very pleased.”

Deidre wrinkled her nose as she smiled. “I know I will be.”

“Kalia to Bain,” the voice of Deidre’s Cardassian surgeon rang over the comm system.

“Yes, Kalia, what can I do for you?”

“We’ve got a bit of a problem.”

“What’s that?”

“Duff just stumbled in here, complaining of being beaten severely about the head by a giant penguin.”

Deidre worked her jaw thoughtfully. “You know, on any other day, I’d seriously question that.” She shot out of her chair. “Limpet: Activate your control device.”

Limpet nodded, palming the padd he’d used to operate Larkin before. “Captain, it’s not responding! Somebody overrode the control frequency with a cadion pulse.”

Deidre slammed her fist down on the railing that ran behind her chair. “Security! Seal all compartments. General Quarters Alert. Lock out all computer systems. Commander Larkin is loose on the ship!”

Speers, Besket, and Marrazz scrambled to their stations as Deidre circled nervously, running a hand through her long, blonde hair, pulling it back behind her shoulders. “Find it. Find HER. Now.”

“She’d come here,” Besket said, tapping at his panel. “To take over the ship.”

Deidre nodded. “Perhaps. But there’s another possibility.”

Suddenly the Voracious shook violently, as lights throughout the bridge flickered.

“That buggering bird has gotten into my engines.” Deidre jogged toward the aft hatch and snatched a disruptor pistol off the wall. “Speers, you’ve got conn. Marrazz, Besket, let’s go bird-hunting.”



Ford had started to nod off in the command chair, when a bleep sounded at Lt. Gellar’s panel. He stirred, glancing around. “Who blew what up?”

“What?” Gellar asked.

“What blew up?”

“What are you talking about?”

Ford rubbed his eyes. “I was just, uh, dreaming that something blew up.”

“I’m sure your subconscious has a lot of material to work with,” Gellar smirked. “But we’re all fine.” He glanced at his panel. “At least until Captain Conway gets here.”

Ford shot out of the command chair. “What do you mean?”

“We just got a message from him. He’s on his way to rendez-vous with us, and doesn’t want us to do anything else to screw up in the meantime.”

“He cut his honeymoon short?” Ford asked, rubbing his chin. “That’s a shame.”

“He must have taken the news about Larkin badly.”

“We’re working on it!” Ford protested.

“I think Captain Conway will be working on it now,” Gellar said. He glanced again at his panel. “And in about five minutes.”

“Damn, he’s pushing the runabout to the brink,” Ford said.

“I’d think that’s the least of our worries.”

Ford nodded, and raced to helm, then to ops, then back to the aft stations. “Should I be doing something? Do I write a report? Give another log? Come up with statistics?” He raced to tactical and grabbed Gellar by the front of his tunic. “What do I do, man? What do I do?”

Gellar pulled away from Ford and glanced back at his panel. “According to his instructions, get him a large black Arabian Java with extra sugar.”



“She’s barricaded herself in there,” Chief Mechanic Justan said, pushing up the shirtsleeves of his one-piece black jumpsuit. “Damnedest thing I’ve ever seen. Big old penguin came flying down the hall at me, then…BLAM! Knocked me right over. What the hells was that?”

“A very angry avian,” Limpet said, studying his tricorder readings. He’d caught up to Deidre and the others en route to the engine room.

“What do we do now?” Deidre asked. “What if she’s trying to blow us up?”

“Not possible,” Justan said, his Yridian features crinkling as he thought. “The warp core is computer-controlled, and the computer systems are locked out. So’s the helm; so she can’t change our course.”

“So what can she do?”

CLANG. SLAM! TRUNDLE-TRUNDLE. BLARK!

“Beat the living galaxies out of the engines,” Justan said, his shoulders falling. Then, suddenly, the once-dim lights came up full, and the engines seemed to hum differently. “Guess she could also rip out the cloaking device.”

Deidre slapped a hand over her face. “Back to the bridge, people! Justan, keep trying to pry your way in there.”

“And if I can get in?”

“Put her on the endangered species list,” Deidre seethed, and marched off.



“I was gone for THREE DAYS!” Conway railed, tossing off his off- duty jacket and tossing it to a nearby ensign as he stepped out of the Kissimmee. “How could so much have gone wrong in three little days?”

“Coincidence?” Ford suggested weakly, picking up step next to Conway as he headed toward the exit, followed by Lanham and Hal Sholen.

“I left you in command for less than seventy-two hours, and you lost our first officer, got involved in an internal Cardassian matter that resulted in a hostage situation on Frigidia, sat idly by while Larkin was somehow used to steal massive quantities of latinum…”

“In his defense, sir, he wasn’t really idle,” Gellar said, and tossed Conway a uniform jacket, which he quickly shrugged on. “He actually twiddled his thumbs quite a bit. And he separated the ship, too!”

Conway glared at Ford. “What the hell did you do that for?”

“Coffee?” Ford offered, gingerly holding the large, steaming mug up for Conway’s inspection.

“Yes, it is,” he mumbled, and took the mug, swigging liberally from it. “Ahhh, that’s the stuff.” He glanced around. “So did anything blow up?”

“Only in my dreams, sir,” Ford said.

“What?”

Ford pointed at Conway’s neck. “Hey, Captain, you’ve got a big probey-looking thing sticking out of the back of you neck!”

“Yeah,” Conway said. “I know. Shut up.”

The comm system suddenly chirped. “Saral to all senior staff. Please report to the bridge. The Voracious’ cloaking device has failed. We’ve detected her three parsecs away.”

“Now we’re talking,” Conway said. “Damn pirates. Guess we’d better get to the bridge.”

“What about me, Captain?” Sholen asked, bringing up the rear.

“You, too. I may end up violating a dozen or so Federation statutes today.”

“Excellent. I knew there was something I admired about you, sir.”

Ford nudged Conway. “Who’s the suit?”

“He’s my lawyer.”

“You have a lawyer?”

“Yep.”

“May I ask why?”

“Nope.”



“We’re visible!” Speers announced, as Deidre, Limpet, and Besket filed back onto the bridge.

“Smeg it!” Deidre snapped. “How the deuce did that happen?”

“Flippers of death,” Besket said, making small flapping motions with his hands.

“Hilarious,” Deidre said. “Do we still have engine control?”

“Yes,” Speers said. “Doesn’t seem like the penguin has destroyed them yet.”

“May I suggest we find a suitable hiding place nearby?” Limpet said.

“Put up a map of this sector,” Deidre said, propping her foot up on a nearby console and leaning forward. A schematic of the sector appeared on the viewscreen. “Magnify lower-right quadrant,” Deidre said, pointing. The map zoomed in to display a rough, brownish patch, with several blinking warning indicators. “What is that?”

Limpet checked his scans. “A very unstable pocket of space, filled with subspace eddies, gaseous anomalies, and ionic sensor interference. Galactic cartographers refer to it as the ‘Piney Narrows.’”

“You’ve got to love the fanciful names these cartographers come up with,” Deidre said wryly. “We don’t have any other options. Speers, take us there, best possible speed, for as long as our engines hold out.”

“And then what do we do when we get there?” Besket demanded. “Wait and hide like quavering vole?”

“No. We’ll wait and hide like quavering pirates,” Deidre said. “Let me know as soon as we arrive at the Narrows. I’m going back down to try and reason with our fine, un-feathered friend.”



“The Piney Narrows?” Conway asked, standing in the middle of the bridge with arms folded, staring at the churning brown mass on the screen.

“Looks nasty.”

Lanham ducked behind the science console, relieving Lt. Dawson (in more ways than one). “It is. It’s the worst confluence of spatial turbulence I’ve seen since Feathertree Way.”

“Oh, Hunter’s Knoll is much worse,” Ford said, stepping up next to Conway.

Conway glared at Ford. “Have a seat, Commander.”

Ford nodded. “Right. I’ll take the helm.”

“No,” Conway said, as Garrity stood. “I meant next to me. You got us this far in this mess, and you’ll help us get out. Plus, I don’t have a first officer at the moment, so you’re it. Enjoy.”

“Um, thanks for the vote of confidence,” Ford said, moving over to the command area as Garrity sat back down.

Nigel, who’d silently watched Conway march onto the bridge and start barking orders, stood up on shaky feet. “What are you going to do about getting my wife back, Captain Conway?”

Conway turned. “Who the hell is this ponce?”

“Nigel Hampstershire. Ambassador to Cardassia, Husband to Pirate,” Ford said succinctly.

Conway nodded. “You’ve got great taste in women, Ambassador.”

“Deidre must be stopped, Captain,” Nigel said earnestly. “I love her, but she’s tragically misguided. She may need therapy after all this, I’m afraid. Mother said so herself.”

“I’m thrilled that Mother weighed in on the topic,” Conway said. “And don’t worry. We’ll get your wife. She has our android right now, and we want her back. Mister Garrity,” Conway added, heading over to the ready room. “Lay in a course for the Pine Barrens or whatever. Let’s get our android back, folks.” He glared at Nigel. “And maybe, just maybe, get these two wacky kids back together.”

Lanham followed Conway into the readyroom, leaving Hal Sholen standing beside the science station, looking rather useless.

“So…” he said. “Anybody need a good lawyer?”

“My wife left me for a life of robbery, pillaging, and malfeasance,” Nigel said.

“Nice,” Sholen said, and stepped down to where Nigel was sitting. “Let’s talk.”



“Let’s talk,” Lanham said, standing on the other side of Conway’s desk, as the captain leaned forward, elbows on knees, and stared at the blank screen of his desktop panel.

<Why,> Conway thought. <When you know everything I’ve been thinking for the last sixteen hours?>

“Because talking is still what couples do,” Lanham said, and sat down opposite Conway. She reached out and took his hand. “And I expect we have a lot of it ahead of us. You were quiet for most of the runabout ride. You were thinking about something, or rather trying very hard not to think of something. By the way, thanks for the image of Captain Baxter in a hula skirt.”

“Sorry about that,” Conway said. “Anyway, I don’t know what you’re talking about. Moreover, I’m kind of busy hunting down a rogue who’s kidnapped my X.O. and dressed her as a penguin, using her for multiple counts of theft and larceny.”

“Hal’s right, you would make a good lawyer.”

“Shut up,” Conway said, leaning forward, resting his chin on his fists. “I’m trying to think.”

<I’m not stopping you,> Lanham thought.

“What is this Deidre person after?” Conway asked. “I don’t think it’s just latinum.”

“Then what? Pirates aren’t usually the type to work for radical social change.”

“She’s not a pirate. She’s a privateer. There’s a difference. Privateers work for a government.”

“Cardassia doesn’t have a government. At least, not a good one,” Lanham said.

“But maybe she wants to change all that.”

<Maybe she just wants to get on holo-vee.>

“What’s that?” Conway asked.

“Hmm?” Lanham asked. “Nothing. I was just musing.”

“Keep musing.”

She shrugged. “Well, maybe she wants to make a name for herself.”

“A name,” Conway said. He tapped at his desktop panel, calling up the historical database and entering the name “Bain.” “She kept her name, instead of taking her husbands.”

“So did I,” Lanham pointed out.

“True enough. But what’s in a name?”

“Oh, please don’t try to get philosophical on me, sweetie,” Lanham said with a small smile.

As Conway read the desktop screen, he glanced at Lanham, and put his hand on hers. “Relax, Alexa. Everything’s going to turn out all right.”

“I know,” she said.

<When are we going to have kids?> she thought.

<I don’t want kids,> he thought.

And they just stared at each other.



Chapter Seven



VORACIOUS



Deidre sighed and leaned against the companel beside the door to the engine room. She punched a toggle. “Ahem. Commander Larkin. You are hereby requested and required to stand down.”

The racket in the engine room suddenly stopped.

“Wow, that was easy,” Deidre said. “Ya mean all I have to do is talk like one of your superior officers, and you’ll back off?”

“If your purpose is to deter me, you will not succeed,” Larkin’s voice replied over the comm.

“That so? Then how come you’ve stopped ripping apart my engines?”

“I have not stopped. I am just doing it quietly. There, I just smashed a polyphasic inducer.”

“We only have a few of those!” Deidre snapped, then wiped a hand over her face, marshalling her resources. “Look, I understand you don’t like being in captivity, but…”

“Is that a penguin joke?”

“No, I’m merely saying that I understand your plight. You’re frustrated, angry. I get that.”

“You realize that I’m programmed with emotions?”

“No, but I’ll take your word for it.” Deidre leaned against the panel. “Look, I know we got off on the wrong foot, but I think if you look at the reasons behind my actions, you’ll find them quite logical.”

“I am not a Vulcan.”

“I was afraid you’d say that,” Deidre muttered, turning back against the bulkhead and leaning back. “So I have to take a different tack, I’m afraid. Stand down, or I’ll have Limpet vent your compartment to space, and you with it.”

“I can survive indefinitely in space.”

“Not if we shoot you with our phasers after you’ve blown clear of the compartment.”

The next few moments were silent.

“I am agile,” Larkin finally said.

“So am I. But I’m also desperate. Desperate to complete this mission, desperate to win true freedom for Cardassia and give the decent people, the ones not blinded by political ambition, a real shot at rebuilding.”

“You are passionate.”

“I’m programmed that way,” Deidre said. “I’m a Bain. And that means something.”

“Accessing records,” Larkin said. “Roscoe Bain. Seventeenth century. Fur trapper and pioneer explorer in the Americas. Once got dragged down a mountain in the Adirondacks during a wild cougar attack. Fought off six bears and won. Caught them, killed them, skinned them bare, and lived off the meat for a month as he made his way through the valley.”

“That’s my boy,” Deidre said with a twitch of her nose.

“Constance Bain-Blythe. Twentieth century. Lead a revolt of underpaid female factory workers during World War Two. Got in a wrestling match with Winston Churchill at a public appearance. Nearly bested him until the guards pulled her off.”

“I’ve read them all, love. You needn’t rehash them for me,” Deidre said.

“Your family line is impressive.”

Deidre nodded. “And I intend to keep it that way.”

“Your methods leave much to be desired.”

“So did Roscoe and Contance, in their times. But they made their mark. As will I.”

“That remains to be seen.”

“You know what stuff I’m made of now, android. You know you cannot win. Stand down, so we can get on with our business and offload you.”

“I have tapped into your communication records. You intend to sell me to the Orions.”

“Poppycock. I intend to cheat the Orions.”

“Encouraging as that is, you have hardly given me reason to trust you. Even now, the Romulans approach, likely another potential buyer for my…goods.”

Deidre leaned up, her eyes going wide. “Romulans? What Romulans?”

“A Romulan freighter decloaking off the port bow.” Larkin paused a beat. “Why do you sound surprised?”

“Because I am. Stay put,” Deidre said, punching the comm closed.

“But we were having such a pleasant conversation,” Larkin said to the engine room door.



Before Deidre could even get to the bridge, she found Besket and Marrazz blocking the door to the companionway that led there. When they saw her, they lifted their rifles. Besket, in particular, took careful aim.

“Do not move, Deidre.”

Deidre teased a finger through her hair. “Did you organize a performance of the Pirates of Penzance without telling me? Because you’re all very convincing scoundrels.”

“We organized a performance, all right,” Besket said. “And your show’s leaving town.”

“Clever,” Deidre said, and punched a control on her wrist. “Deidre to Limpet. Please activate security fields and release the anesthezine gas. Besket betrayed me, just as I thought. And, sadly, he seems to have accomplices.”

Dedire smiled confidently, until she realized that Limpet hadn’t replied. She scowled. “If any of you hurt Limpet, I’ll personally filet and clean you!”

“I’m quite all right,” a voice said from behind Deidre.

She turned. “Limpet?”

He raised his disruptor. “The same. I wish I could go into a whole soliloquy on my reasons for betraying you, but we have a very tight negotiation schedule with the Romulans. They don’t want to stay in the Piney Narrows any longer than they have to, what with the gravitational eddies.”

The Voracious shook slightly, and Deidre knew they were descending into the Narrows.

“They always were gutless,” Deidre sneered. “Like some Cardassians I know.”

“Don’t weep over the lost of your lapdog,” Besket said from behind her. “You should know that we didn’t turn Limpet over to our way of thinking. Quite the opposite. He orchestrated the entire coup.”

“I’m a wonder,” Limpet grinned toothily.

“Pity you never really understood Cardassians,” Besket said. “Namely, that the least trustworthy of us are the ones who come to you under the guise of friendship.”

“Yes, the nasty ones are actually quite decent,” Limpet said, nodding at Besket.

“I’m getting that,” Deidre said slowly, not looking at Besket. Her eyes were still trained on Limpet, who waved at her with his rifle.

“Now then, if you’ll accompany me to the brig,” said Limpet. “You’ll see you have a lovely place to stay until we find a hospitable world to drop you on.”

“It figures that you don’t have the stomach for murder, Limpet.”

“Well, you did have Cardassia’s best interests at heart. And that counts for something. Unfortunately, latinum counts for more. Who knows, you may even survive on whatever planet we drop you on. You’re a resourceful creature.”

“Thanks,” Deidre said, and kicked her leg out behind her, in a sweeping motion, catching Besket across the jaw. Marrazz lifted his weapon, but Deidre grabbed it and twisted it away from him, slamming it in his gut.

She then charged at Limpet, swinging the rifle into the side of his head with a crack, and dashing down the corridor, leaving a pile of confused mutineers in her wake.

“Get her! Seal off the corridors if you have to!” Limpet cried, sagging against the bulkhead and cradling his massive cranium.



“Captain to the bridge,” Ford called out, pushing out of the command chair as Captain Conway bolted out of the readyroom.

“Thank the Great Bird!” Conway said, jogging to the center of the bridge. “What have we got?”

“The Piney Narrows. Dead ahead.”

Conway squinted at the brownish maelstrom on the screen as Lanham stepped out behind him, then walked up to the science station, relieving Lt. Dawson.

“We’re not finished, David,” she said softly.

“We are for now,” Conway said. “And if you were listening to my thoughts right now, you’d know that. Now somebody tell me, where’s the Voracious?”

“They already went in,” Ford said. “And something else. Gellar picked up a Romulan freighter entering the Narrows just a few minutes ago, right behind the Voracious.”

“I could have told him that,” Gellar said.

“Yes, but I beat you to it,” Ford said smarmily. “Orders, sir?”

“Normally, I’d say charge in after them,” Conway said. “But these aren’t normal circumstances. Something’s not right here.”

“Just one thing?” Ford asked.

“No, a few something’s.” Conway glanced around. “Where are my lawyer and that British guy?

“Where you always keep your lawyers and British guys. In the conference room. They’ve been talking for a while now. Almost as long as you and Doctor Lanham.” Ford leaned toward Conway. “We can chat, if you need to…”

“What I need you to do is take the helm,” Conway said, and headed to the command chair.

“But I thought you said you needed a first officer?”

“You can give idiot advice from any chair on the bridge. And I need a good helmsman right now.”

“Gee, thanks,” Ensign Garrity said dejectedly, shuffling out of the helm seat.

“Oh, now, don’t be that way,” Conway said. “Go belowdecks and get yourself a mocha chiller, on me.”

“Yes, sir,” Garrity said, and stepped into the turbolift as Ford sat down at helm.

“And stop being such a whiner!” Conway snapped just as the doors closed. He glanced back at Alexa Lanham, who was glaring at him. “What? I can only be nice for so long.”

“You know he always wanted to be a pianist,” Ford said, glancing back at Conway.

“I don’t give a crap,” Conway said. “Now reduce our speed to half impulse. I want you to take us around the Narrows in an elliptical pattern, sensors at maximum. I want to know the second the Voracious leaves, and I want to be right on their ass.”

“You demoted me from first officer just so I could drive in circles?”

Conway shrugged. “I’m arbitrary that way. Now circle like you’ve never circled before!”

“I hate you, Captain,” Ford said, and tapped at his console.

“Join the club,” Conway muttered.



Deidre ran to the engineering hatch and punched the control. “Larkin! It’s Deidre again!”

“Greetings. How are you?”

“Smashing. Lovely day, isn’t it?”

“Quite.”

“Can you let me in?”

There was a pause. “Are you having some sort of problem?”

“Mutiny.”

“Ah, so that is what I saw on the flight recorder.”

“Yes! All my men turned against me, including my favorite one!”

“When you lead without a moral compass, the result is often that you get lost.”

“Would you shut up and let me in!”

“Not if you are going to take that attitude.”

Deidre heard the clunking of bootsteps coming down the ladder to the engine section and she knew her time was short. “Please?” she begged.

“I do not believe you are in position to negotiate.”

“Once my people get past me, they’ll get to you, and sell you to the highest bidder. Even if they have to shoot you to do so.”

The door slid open, so suddenly that Deidre nearly fell into the engine room.

“You make a compelling point,” Larkin said, as Deidre struggled to her feet. The android meanwhile tapped the control, once again sealing the engine room.

Deidre looked around. Smashed panels, busted conduits, sparking EPS nodes. “You really did trash the place.”

“And yet your ship keeps on moving. The Klingons really know how to design a quality starship.”

“That they do,” Deidre said, as she heard thumping at the door.

“Captain Bain,” Limpet’s voice said sweetly over the comm. “We do so miss you. How about you come out and let us give you an old fashioned pirate’s sendoff? You can walk the plank and everything! Wouldn’t that be retro of us?”

“Bugger the whole lot of you!” Deidre shouted back. “I should’ve keelhauled you when I had the chance.”

“Do you even know what ‘keelhaul’ means?” Larkin asked quizzically.

“No, but it sounds good,” Deidre said. “So, you’ve got any ideas on how we get out of here?”

“I was hoping you would assist in that regard.”

“Oh,” Deidre said. “I suppose you think I know all sorts of secret hatches on the ship.”

“It was my fervent hope.”

“Well, I don’t. But I might be able to go you one better…”



The door to the engine room slid open suddenly, and quite surprisingly, to Limpet. He thought Deidre would put up a much bigger fight.

When he and Besket stepped into the engine room, they found themselves face to face with a giant penguin.

Besket raised his disruptor. “Do not move, peng…I mean android!”

Limpet raised his wrist communicator to his mouth. “Marrazz. Are you back on the bridge?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Begin scans. The android is here but we cannot find Deidre.”

“So do you think you’re clever?” Besket asked, walking up to the penguin and shoving his disruptor under its beak. “Do you think you’ve fooled us?”

“Do you hear a high-pitched whine?” Limpet asked, stepping up behind Besket.

“Yes. It sounds quite like a disrupt…” The Cardassians exchanged glances, then bolted for the door.

BLAM!!!!!!

The penguin exploded in a shower of stuffing, and what was left of the engine room was engulfed in flames.

“Justan, report to the engine room immediately!” Limpet growled, crawling to a nearby bulkhead and pulling himself up, as Besket lay in a dazed heap. “And search the ship. Find Deidre Bain!”

“I can’t believe the android just blew herself up,” Besket said.

“It was just the costume, you fool. The people reading this figured that out before you did!”

“Huh?”

“Nevermind!”



“Nice work,” Deidre smirked as she and Larkin squirmed through a Jeff’waH tube, what the Klingons laughingly called a maintenance duct.

“It was a fairly obvious ruse.”

“Well, we have some pretty daft opponents.”

“I believe a mercenary is only as good as the person who hires him.”

Deidre wrinkled her nose. “Cheeky android, were you just making fun of me?”

“I was merely making an observation.”

“No you weren’t. You were razzing me, and I love you for it. You’re a right evil thing, aren’t you?”

“I am just a regular android having a very bad day,” Larkin replied.

“You aren’t the only one.”

Larkin looked ahead down the dim and narrow tube. “Do you know where we are going?”

“We’re almost to the aft escape pod,” Deidre said.

“Are escape pods not somewhat antithetical to Klingon beliefs?”

“I suppose. They’re hard to get to, but we do have them. And aren’t you glad we do?”

“Because I cannot currently deactivate my emotions, yes I am glad.”

“That’s the spirit. Now let’s get to the escape pods before they realize they can flood these tubes with radiation and kill us. Well, kill me, anyway.”



“They’ve got to be in the Jeff’waH tubes,” Justan said, hands on hips, surveying the ruined engine room. “There’s mild radiation in the tubes in this section, because of the proximity to the engines. They’re shielded from our sensors.”

“Any way we can track them?” Limpet asked, as he and Besket leaned against the bulkhead, nursing their injuries from the explosion.

“Shut down the engines and wait for the radiation to subside. But it’ll take at least six hours for that to happen.”

“We need another option,” Besket said.

Limpet nodded. “We triple the radiation output. Evacuate this deck and flood those tubes with the nastiest radiation we have. The android may survive, but Deidre at least will be dead.”

“I knew there was a reason you were the nice one,” Besket said with a grin.

“Marrazz to Limpet.”

“Go ahead.”

“Sir, we just launched an escape pod. Two life forms aboard. One human, one mechanical.”

“Klingon ships have escape pods?” Besket asked.

“APPARENTLY!” Limpet snarled. “Destroy it!”

“We can’t right now. The Narrows is clouding our sensors and weapons tracking system. We can’t see more than ten meters in front of us.”

“BLIMEY!” Limpet growled, and pounded his fist into the bulkhead. “The Romulans will be here in a few minutes, anyway. It’s important we don’t move from the agreed position, or they’ll never find us.”

“What about Deidre and the android?” Besket asked, as he and Limpet headed out of the engine room.

“If our negotiations are successful, they’ll be quite irrelevant.”



“Contact bearing oh four seven mark one seven two,” Gellar called out.

Conway pivoted his command chair toward the viewscreen. “Shields up. Arm weapons.”

“It’s not the Voracious.”

“The Romulans?” Ford asked, looking up from the helm.

Gellar shook his head. “Strike two. It’s way smaller than either of those. It looks like an escape pod of some kind. Klingon in design.”

“Klingons have escape pods?” Conway asked.

“Maybe they just design them,” Ford suggested.

“Smartass,” Conway said. “Can we tell who’s on board?”

“One human…one android.”

Conway’s eyes widened in excitement. “Lock onto the pod and beam it into cargo bay one, now!”

“You’re going to need some security down there,” Gellar said, as he tapped controls, activating the transporter.

“Then come with me.”

“Gellar to Puckett. I want you and D’Angelo at the cargo bay double-quick,” Gellar said, standing up from his console and heading to the aft turbolift with Conway.

Ford stood up from the helm. “What about me?”

“You have the bridge,” Conway said. “Just don’t get too comfy in my f****ing chair this time.”



“Vicious, deadly, and cruel. I love it!” Besket exclaimed as he looked at the schematics on the Romulans’ padd, in the war room off the main bridge..

“It’s kind of bulky,” Limpet said. “It ruins the line of our hull.”

The two Romulans, Prevacik and Nexial, exchanged glances with one another, then one of them reached out and snatched the padd back. “It wasn’t designed to be pretty. It has a very specific function, and I assure you it carries it out splendidly.”

“Why are you getting rid of it so cheap?”

The Romulans again exchanged glances. “It’s a sale,” Nexial said.

“A going out of office sale,” Prevacik said.

“A coup de savings!” Nexial said with an elegant flick of his wrist.

“A celebration of governmental restabilizing,” Prevacik said.

“You guys need a better PR department,” Limpet said, shaking his head. The Romulans stared at him quizzically. “Or, *a* PR department.”

“Tempting,” Besket said. “But so is the thought of keeping all that latinum for ourselves.”

“Yes,” Limpet said. “You have to understand, as pirates, we value our latinum. Even at a bargain price, we must consider all our options.”

“If you don’t find the device satisfactory, I am sure we can find other buyers,” Nexial said.

“Yes. I just heard the Andorian Crown Prince was dabbling in genocide,” Prevacik said. He nodded. “Perhaps we should take our business elsewhere.”

“No!” Limpet said, holding up his hand eagerly. “We’re very interested. We’ll take it.”

“We’ll need half the latinum up front,” Nexial said.

“And the other half after your thirty-day trial,” Prevacik said.

“Agreed,” Limpet said, and reached out a hand to shake each of the Romulan’s hands. As they shook hands, he grinned. “Now can we talk about mounting?”

“A strange way to consummate a sale, but if you insist…” said Nexial.

“Mounting the weapon…on our ship…” Besket said.

“Oh. Yes. That’s what we thought you meant.”

“What about firing while cloaked?” Limpet asked. “Can we deploy the thing without becoming visible?”

“Oh, yes,” Prevacik said. “The device is compatible with your cloaking system.”

“And need we remind you, the device will leave any latinum stores at your target site intact, while killing all biological life.”

“No, not at all. That’s what really sold us on your little contraption.” Limpet smiled. Suckers! They were getting a valuable weapon on the cheap, and the Romulans didn’t even realize they were being had. Good thing nobody could read his mind.



“So now she can read my mind,” Conway said, walking with Larkin to the bridge as D’Angelo and Puckett gripped Deidre Bain, each by an arm. “It’s a real pain in the ass. My honeymoon was ruined. And all I have to show for it is this thingie sticking out of the back of my neck.”

Larkin nodded. “My vacation, too, was ruined. And I, too, have a ‘thingie’ in my neck.” She turned, pulling her hair away to reveal Limpet’s device.

“Ouch,” Conway said. “That’s a coincidence, isn’t it? Well, at least you can’t feel pain.”

“That is not altogether true. My emotion program is experiencing a temporary loss of…”

“That’s fantastic,” Conway said, clapping his hands together. “Well, now, we’ve got a posse again. Let’s wrangle that Klingon scrap heap and call it a day. You up for it, Gellar?”

“Absolutely, Captain,” Gellar said, giving a second glance at Deidre. Her pants were really tight.

“It’ll be harder than you think, bloke!” Deidre called from behind Conway.

He turned. “And what makes you say that?”

“My people are skilled, and have malicious intent. Do not trust them for a moment.”

Conway chuckled. “Yeah, I guess you can speak from experience. Take her to the brig, guys.”

“But you may require my services!” Deidre called out.

“Yeah, we’ll call you if we need you to narrate one of the ‘Harry Potter’ books. Bye now!” Conway waved, as he, Gellar, and Larkin stepped into a waiting turbolift.



“Excellent news!” Hal Sholen announced, stepping out of the conference room at the rear of the bridge, with Nigel behind him.

Ford, seated in the command chair, turned and glanced sidelong at Sholen. “You’re still here?”

Sholen clapped Nigel on the shoulder. The ambassador immediately winced. “After some preliminary negotiations, I’m confident that we can get Nigel Hampstershire a complete divorce settlement, up to and including possession of the Privateer ship Voracious.”

Ford glanced back at the roiling brown Piney Narrows on the viewscreen. “You mean the ship we’re chasing now, that’s cavorting around in that spacial…confluency thing?”

“Precisely,” Sholen said. “I’m getting back what’s been Sholen from him.”

“I never owned the ship,” Nigel said.

“Yes!” Sholen said, clapping Nigel in the back. “But you owned so much more. Your pride, your image. How will it play with the other ambassadors, when they discover that your wife has gone off on a junket of piracy between Federation and Cardassian space?”

“Not well,” Nigel said, looking down.

“And you deserve to be compensated for that, which means we’ll have an opportunity to seize all of Deidre’s assets, including the Voracious.”

“I’d love to seize her assets,” Ford mused, then shook his head. “Look, you two should really be belowdecks…”

Just then, Conway, Gellar, and Larkin spilled out of the aft tubrolift.

“Any news?” Conway asked.

“Nothing, except that, apparently, if you have a comm system, you have a lawyer,” Ford said, thumbing back at Sholen.

Conway stared at Sholen and Nigel. “Fellas, I’m going to have to ask you to get belowdecks. It’s going to get bumpy around here.”

“And why is that?” Nigel asked, stepping up to Conway, screwing up his courage.

Conway stared blankly at him. “Because I’m taking the Aerostar into the Piney Narrows. Now that we have our android back, we’re unstoppable. We’ll get your wife back, and probably turn a tidy profit in the process.”

“We can’t keep that latinum, David,” Lanham said.

“Oh, did I say that last part out loud?” Conway asked innocently. “It’s getting so hard to tell, nowadays. Anyway, both of you, get moving. Have a drink in the Starlight Lounge, or something. I imagine both of you would be a lot more fun with a stiff drink in you.”

Sholen nodded, draping his hands behind his back. “Very well. Nigel, if you’ll come with me, I believe we have more to discuss.”

“Did you get Deidre?” Nigel asked, following Sholen into the turbolift.

“She’s in our brig,” Conway said, moving down to the command chair, followed by Larkin, as Ford stood up and headed back to the helm and Gellar took tactical.

“Can I see her?”

Conway shrugged. “I guess. But somehow I doubt she’ll be in the mood for make-up sex.”

“Why, I…” Nigel began, as Sholen gently prodded him into the turbolift.

“Thank you for your hospitality, Captain!” Sholen said with a grin. “You won’t be regretting this.”

“Why do we have a lawyer?” Larkin asked as she sat down beside Conway.

“Don’t worry about it,” Conway said.

“If you want some ham so badly, just get some from the replicator!” Lanham snapped, blowing out an exasperated breath.

“It was just a passing thought!” Conway growled, gritting his teeth. “And we have work to do. I can have ham later.”

“Better stock up,” Ford said. “Because I doubt you’ll be getting any pork tonight.”

“Since when did this become showtime at the Improv?” Conway muttered, glancing around. He leaned forward, gesturing at the viewscreen with dramatic flair. “Secure to Yellow Alert, people, and look alive. We’re headed into the Narrows.”

“Coming about,” Ford said. “All ahead, full…”

Just then, a blurry, dark shape formed below the bubbling brown disturbance field on the screen, coalescing into the shape of an oblong, green-black ship.

“New contact on sensors,” Saral announced. “Bearing zero one seven mark one one four.”

“Confirmed,” Gellar said. “It’s the Romulan freighter we spotted earlier.”

“Hail them,” Conway said. “Tell them to stand down and come to. They’re mixed up in this and I want to know how.”

“They just went to warp,” Gellar said. “Apparently, your hail wasn’t well-received.”

Ford turned in his chair. “Do we chase them? We have no way of knowing when the Voracious will come out of the Narrows.”

“How about right now?” Gellar asked, looking at his panel.

“Bearing one two one mark zero seven five,” Saral announced.

“On screen,” Conway said, and stood. He stepped forward as the Bird of Prey came soaring out of the Piney Narrows, then shot into warp, disappearing as she went. Conway’s eyes widened. “Full about. Plot a pursuit course and engage at maximum warp!”

Ford nodded. “Aye, captain. Pursuit course.”

Conway shook his head as he walked back to the command chair and sat down next to Larkin. “Did you see what I saw, Commander?”

“Yes. And my emotion program is now uploading a feeling best described as ‘gravely disturbed.’”

“Well, glad that’s working,” Conway said. “Gellar, any idea where the Voracious is headed?”

Gellar nodded. “Just before she cloaked, she was headed for Bajoran space, sir.”

Conway clapped his hands on the arms of the command chair. “All right, then. We’ve got a new problem. Time for a staff meeting!”



Chapter Eight



“Can we make thisssssssssssss quick? I was jusssssssssst in the middle of a…project,” Dr. Benzra said, sitting down next to a very alarmed-looking Nigel Hampstershire, and folding her claws in front of her. “I wisssssh you’d ceasssssse interrupting me.”

“We’ll be quick,” Conway said from the head of the table.

“Does s-she really have to sit next to me?” Nigel asked, tugging at his collar.

“Sssssshow a bit of musssstard, human,” Benzra said. She then stared at Nigel a moment, her compound eyes oscillating. “Actually, you’d be better with ssssssome brown gravy.”

“Please get on with this,” Nigel said, folding his shaking hands.

“Larkin, the floor is yours,” Conway said, gesturing at the front of the room.

Larkin stood beside the small conference room viewscreen, and pushed a control, activating it. A schematic of a Klingon Bird of Prey appeared, presumably the Voracious.

“We know what the ship looks like, Larkin,” Ford said.

Larkin narrowed her eyes at Ford. “Lieutenant Commander Ford, I would like to thank you again for swiftly rescuing me.”

“I…that is….oh. Sarascm.”

“Yes.” The android pointed at the schematic, which rotated to reveal a large, cannon-shape device mounted on top of it. “It appears that, during their rendez-vous, the Romulan freighter outfitted the Voracious with a new weapon. For those of you not familiar with the technology, this is a thaleron radiation weapon.”

At the other end of the table, Kamtezen stirred, sending up a powdery puff. “But the only known thaleron weapon was destroyed when the Romulans tried to attack Earth a few years ago!”

“Yes,” Larkin said, and wiped her eye a little. “Lieutenant Commander Data made the ultimate sacrifice to save us all.”

“Oh, you androids are always sacrificing yourselves to save us,” Conway said. “Keep going!”

Larkin glared at him. “I am sorry. I am just having difficulty with my emotions. At any rate, thaleron weaponry is incredibly hazardous and absolutely lethal.”

“At least now we know what they spent all that latinum on,” Gellar said.

“Indeed,” Larkin said. “And as we all know, I am partially responsible for that.”

“Partially?” Ford asked.

Larkin fixed a steely gaze on Ford. “To RESUME…Lieutenant Kamtezen is correct. The thaleron weapon employed by then-Praetor Shinzon was destroyed, and was the only known prototype. This weapon…” The image of the bird of prey zoomed in on the cannon mounted on top of it. “Is considerably smaller, and incapable of destroying an entire planet in one blow like its predecessor.”

“That’s a relief,” Conway said.

“It is called the Thaleron Junior.”

Ford burst into laughter, pounding the conference table.

“This is not funny,” Larkin said. “This weapon is still capable of widespread destruction and could result in a massive loss of life.”

“Let’s hope they don’t also have the travel size!” Ford chuckled.

“Be silent, or so help me, I will crush your trachea,” Larkin said stormily, then cocked her head. “My apologies. Again, my emotion program is experiencing some difficulties.”

“N-no problem,” Ford said, sinking in his seat.

“So…widespread destruction?” Lanham asked.

“We must act quickly to intercept the Voracious before she reaches the Bajoran system and destroy the Thaleron Junior, and/or the Bird of Prey itself,” Larkin said.

“Sounds easy,” Conway said.

“Except the Voracious cloaked again,” Gellar said.

“How convenient,” Conway said. “Are we working on any ways of detecting her?”

Kamtezen nodded. “Gellar and I have some ideas.”

“Well get to it,” Conway said. “We know the general direction they’re going.”

“Unless they change course and head to Earth,” Lanham said.

“Well isn’t that a cheery thought,” Conway muttered. “Well, better contact Starfleet Command, just in case. Meantime, Gellar and Kamtezen, you guys find that ship. Dismissed, people.”

Everyone got up and made their way to the door.

Conway stood, then, and waved a hand at them. “Wait. Hold up, everybody.”

The officers turned and looked at him.

“I don’t have to tell you the stakes involved here. The Thaleron Junior is a fearsome weapon, and it must be stopped at all costs. So…”

“Of course, Captain,” Larkin said. “We will nobly sacrifice ourselves to stop the weapon from firing, if we have to.”

Conway blinked. “What? No, you idiot. I was going to tell you, don’t do anything stupid like sacrifice yourself to stop the weapon from firing. It’s just Bajor. Jeeze.” And he shouldered his way past the crowd and back onto the bridge.

“Keep away, girls. He’s mine,” Lanham muttered, and followed him.

Ford turned to leave, but Kamtezen gently gripped his shoulder. He turned as the others filed out and the doors closed, leaving him alone with the other two officers. “What?”

Kamtezen and Gellar stared at Ford, with weak grins.

“Buddy,” Gellar said. “Kamtezen and I were talking, and we both feel…”

“Instinctually,” Kamtezen said.

“Yes. We instinctually feel that you could be of great help in detecting the Voracious before she reaches Bajor.”

“Really?” Ford asked. “I failed tactical class like three times.”

“You won’t need tactical class for this,” Gellar said. “You’ll just need your charm.”

“Now you’re talking!” Ford cocked his head. “Wait, who do you want me to charm?”

Kamtezen and Gellar smiled wider.



“Thirty-six battles of ale on the wall, thirty-six battles of ale! Take one down and pass it around; thirty-five bottles of ale on the wall…” Deidre Bain sang idly, her hands clasped behind her head as she stared up at the ceiling of her brig enclosure.

She then heard the doors hiss open, and turned her head. “Hello?”

Lt. Commander Ford stepped in, spoke briefly to Lt. Puckett. She slapped him in the face, then walked out.

“Excellent,” Ford said, then approached the forcefield of Deidre’s brig. “Deidre Bain! How nice to see you.”

“Can I help you?”

“No, but I think I can help you,” Ford said with a grin.

Deidre leaned up. “Wait a tic. You’re the bloke from the broadcast message in the Ferenginar system. The one with the bad hair.”

Ford reached up and smoothed his hair. “Well, when you shave your head, it doesn’t always grow back right. For years…”

“Aren’t you the skipper of this boat?”

Ford shook his head. “Helmsman, actually. But same difference. Anyway, that’s not what I came to talk to you about.”

“What, then?”

“I want to make you an offer.”

“Let me guess; turn my mates over to you, then get immunity from prosecution in the kangaroo courts you call a J.A.G. system.”

“Um, no. You’re definitely going to be prosecuted. And, if I’m guessing right, spend a fair amount of time in a penal colony. I hope you like pruning.”

“I come from a long line of gardeners. Unlike my ponce of a husband, who couldn’t trim a weed.”

“Yeah, what’s with that guy?”

“I can’t begin to tell you,” Deidre said. “But it all starts with mommy issues.”

Ford nodded. “I know how that is. I see my mom once every two years, and boy, is that not a fun day.”

“This is all fascinating, but I’ve got a long night of staring at the ceiling ahead of me,” Deidre said, turning back toward her bunk.

“I can offer you something better than your freedom, though.”

Deidre stopped. “What is that?”

“Well, if we’re successful in seizing the Voracious, we’ll have a lot of latinum on our hands.”

Deidre turned. “That latinum belongs in Cardassian hands.”

“And we can make sure it gets there. And make sure all of Cardassia knows it was Deidre Bain, and her swashbuckling, that got it for them.”

“Rather than the Federation taking credit?” Deidre asked.

“Oh, they’ll make a big show of it. But I can leak the news of your involvement to the right sources. I once dated a girl who works for Associated Worlds Network.”

“Tempting offer,” Deidre said, biting her lip. “But then it would feel an awful lot like I’m helping you.”

“Yes,” Ford said. “Good point. Wouldn’t want to do that.”

“Nice try, though, friend. Have a smashing day.” And Deidre slumped back onto her bunk, drawing her legs up.

Ford turned, and walked back toward her forcefield. “Of course, if you helped us intercept your old ship, I can’t help but think it would greatly inconvenience your old crew. I can understand how you’d want to be loyal to them. After all, they were so loyal to you.”

Deidre leaned up, and paced her cell like a caged animal. “They were a loving bunch, weren’t they.”

“So you’ve got to ask yourself…who would you rather screw?” Ford grinned. “Other than me?”

“You’re quite the biscuit, aren’t you, Mister Ford?” Deidre asked. “I can only imagine how many women aboard ship succumb to your pleasures.”

“Oh, it’s a fair number,” Ford said. “At least…three.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t lose count.” Deidre drew a deep breath. “Okay, I’ll help you. But you’ve got to promise me something in return.”



“What?” Conway asked, looking up from the terminal on his desk, as Ford stood in front of him, a cheesey grin still plastered on his face. “Out of the question. She’s not getting out of that brig.”

“We’d have secruity with us. We can even put her in binders.” Ford bit his lip. “Tight ones.”

“Security will have its hands full trying to disable the Thaleron Junior,” Conway said. “Providing we actually succeed in crippling the Voracious and getting aboard.”

“But she knows that ship like the back of her hand! Suppose we get there and we don’t know how to work the doors?”

“We barely know how to work the doors on this ship,” Conway mused.

“Exactly my point! We need all the help we can get.”

Conway rubbed his chin. “Do you know how annoying it is to have somebody reading your thoughts non-stop? Not to mention, your wife?”

“I feel for you, sir,” Ford said, rather insincerely.

“Yeah. Well, Benzra said there wouldn’t be time to remove the damn implant until the current crisis is over. Can’t even disable it without some invasive cranial surgery.”

“Sounds like fun,” Ford said. “So you’ll let Deidre join the away team?”

Conway nodded. “Yeah. But she’ll have to have someone looking after her. Someone whose ass is on the line. Somebody who I can crush like a plump mocha bean, should she escape.”

“I’ll break the news to Gellar.”

“I was talking about you, Ford.”

“Oh. Naturally.” Ford backed toward the door. “Well, I’ll just tell Deidre. She’ll be so happy.”

“I hear thaleron radiation hurts like a bitch, Ford. Better bring some sunscreen!”

“Thank you, Captain!” Ford called as he ducked out of the readyroom.

Conway shook his head. “Better him than me.”

“Saral to Conway,” the comm system suddenly chirped. “Sir, I have General Kira on subspace.”

“Speaking of difficult women,” Conway muttered. “Put it on my viewer.”

The fiery redhead appeared on his desktop screen, her blue eyes radiating hatred. Conway never understood why Nerys disliked him so much, but supposed it had something to do with throwing scalding hot coffee in her face. “Captain Conway. So good to hear from you again. What do you want?”

“To give you fair warning. A Cardassian privateer ship, a Klingon Bird of Prey, is headed toward Bajor, intent on killing as many Bajorans as possible.”

“I thought the Privateers took from the rich and gave to the poor, or something,” Kira said.

“Not these Privateers. They’re a nasty bunch. I recommend you do that thing where you tell everyone to get off the station. Just don’t send them to Bajor. Because, obviously, that’s the planet that’s being targeted.”

“Evacuate again?” Kira asked, annoyed. She looked away, a moment, composing herself, then looked back at Conway. “Is there any way I can blame you for this?”

“Nope. I was on my honeymoon at the time.”

“Well, the honeymoon’s over, Conway. You’d better stop that ship,” Kira seethed. “DS-Nine out!”

“You’re welcome!” Conway muttered.



“Isn’t a privateer a pirate that’s hired by a government?” Sholen asked Nigel as they walked toward the brig.

Nigel nodded. “I tried to explain that to Deidre, but she wouldn’t hear of it. The Cardassian Privateer movement was founded on the basis of forming a new Cardassian government, or somesuch, and they felt like the Privateers were in the employ of that new government. Plus, they like the name better than ‘pirate.’”

“It is…catchy,” Sholen said, as Nigel punched a control, and was admitted to the brig.

“Visiting hours are over,” Lt. Puckett said. “We’re at, like, Red Alert, or something.”

“Actually, it’s still just Yellow Alert,” Sholen said. “And my client has a right to speak with his wife. You can clear this through Captain Conway.”

Puckett shrugged, and sat down behind her console, putting her feet up. “I really don’t care. Chat with her, if you want. Have fun. No kinky stuff, though.”

Sholen bowed slightly. “Wouldn’t dream of it, Lieutenant.”

“Deidre?” Nigel asked, jogging over to the cell where Deidre sat, reclined on her bunk, staring, still, at the ceiling.

She glanced at him. “Oh. Hello, Nigel.”

“Dearest, I’ve missed you!” Nigel said, approaching the forcefield.

Sholen stepped up next to Nigel. “Hal R. Sholen, Attorney at Law, at your service.”

“I thought all the lawyers were dead,” Deidre mused.

“This one isn’t,” Nigel said. “And he’s been telling me some terrible things about dissolving our marriage. I assured him, though, that it wouldn’t be necessary.”

Deidre pursed her lips. “Isn’t it dissolved already, love?”

Nigel shifted from foot to foot. “Well…not…officially.”

She waved a hand at him. “Very well, then. See about getting it waived, or revoked, or whatnot. That would be good.”

“But Deidre…wouldn’t you like another go at it? Once you get out of the rehab colony, of course?”

“Nigel,” Deidre said, blowing out a tired breath. She stood and walked up to the forcefield. “I love you, dearest. But you’re a big fat ponce, and we really don’t belong together.”

“But…”

“Let this nice man undo our marriage, so that both of us can get on with our lives.”

Sholen withdrew a padd from the case at his side, and showed it to Deidre. “As you can see, I’ve already drawn up the paperwork. It merely needs your thumbprint.”

“Perhaps once I get free of this damned place,” Deidre said. “Then, I’ll gladly oblige.”

“That’s that, then,” Sholen said, looking to Nigel. “I believe we’re finished here?”

Nigel’s lip quivered. “B…but…”

“Oh, don’t be a froog, Nigel,” Deidre sighed.



Larkin saw Kamtezen jog by, toward the stellar cartography lab where he and Gellar were presumably working on a way to track the Voracious.

“Lieutenant,” Larkin nodded, prompting the Bewhal to stop in his tracks and whirl around.

“Kristen! Good to see you,” he said, folding his arms over his chest.

“You must be feeling a great deal of stress,” Larkin observed, clasping her hands behind her back.

“What? Oh, this. Yes. Just a few piles here and there,” Kamtezen shifted awkwardly. “Are you, um, is everything okay? I mean, from your kidnapping?”

“I am functioning within normal parameters,” Larkin said. “There is no need to worry. Focus on locating the Voracious.”

“I know having that thing stuck in your neck must be a nuisance. As soon as this mission’s over, we’ll extract it for you.”

“I have no doubt you will,” Larkin said. “Now I believe you have work…”

“Yeah. Well, it was nice seeing you again,” Kamtezen said, backing away.

“Nice seeing you as well, Lieutenant,” Larkin replied, turning to walk the other way, registering the “awkwardness” protocol that just fired off within her positronic brain.

“Talk to you later!” Kamtezen called over his shoulder.

“Yes. Later. Good.” And Larkin resumed her previous course, to the brig.



“Penny for your thoughts,” Dr. Lanham said softly as Conway paced the Aerostar bridge, glancing at times at the viewscreen.

“Very damn funny,” Conway said. “You know exactly what I’m thinking.”

“You don’t think we’ll stop the Voracious in time.”

“I’m not optimistic.”

“What a surprise.”

Conway stopped and looked at Lanham. “Do you have a problem?”

<We have to talk,> she thought.

Conway gritted his teeth. <Could this wait until after the life and death stuff is over?>

<We have nothing better to do until we get to the Bajor system.>

“Sir, can you authorize this equipment transfer?” Ensign Skyler asked, stepping up to Conway.

“It’s the kid thing, isn’t it,” Conway said as he thumbed the padd.

“I don’t know what kid thing you’re talking about,” Skyler said. “But this is for verteron generators to be moved from stellar cartography to astrophysics.”

“Whatever,” Conway said, and handed the padd back to Skyler. He walked back to his command chair and sat down. <We’ll need to table this for later.>

<Either you want children or you don’t. If you don’t, then we have a big problem.>

<We’re not discussing this right now!> Conway thought, putting his hands on his ears.

<Putting your hands on your ears won’t help.>

<ARGHH!! Can you please get off my back?>

<If not now, when, David? Will you EVER want children?>

Conway worked his jaw back and forth, gripping the arms of his command chair.

<I…>

<Just tell me, David. Please!>

“No!” Conway snapped, causing everyone on the bridge to look at him. He stood up and walked to the science console. “No, I don’t want children! They’re noisy. Their noses run. They complain about everything. They can’t hold down a job! They just get in the way! I’ve got a dog and that’s more than enough!”

“Thanks for sharing, Captain,” Ford said from the helm, as Gellar and Kamtezen stepped out of the aft turbolift.

“David, I never…I guess I should have guessed, but…” Lanham said.

“Great news!” Gellar announced, moving behind his console, opposite Lanham’s. “We’ve isolated the neutrino emissions of the Voracious!”

Kamtezen nodded, stepping up behind Gellar. “Thanks to Ford’s interrogation work, we were able to pinpoint the exact atomic drift of the emissions. Now we just have to close in and train our weapons on it.”

Gellar nodded, tapping at his controls. “One one four, mark one two five. Dead ahead, ninety million kilometers.”

“Fascinating,” Lanham said, looking at her panel. “Ingenious, really.”

Conway stared at Lanham. “Good work, Ford. Now change course to intercept. Gellar, go to Red Alert. Ready weapons and shields.” He took a breath. “Gellar, have Puckett and D’Angelo escort Deidre to transporter room two.”

“Acknowledged,” Gellar said. “Gellar to Puckett…”

Conway clenched his fists. “Let’s blast this bird out of the sky.”



“I suppose you came here to gloat,” Deidre muttered, not looking up as Larkin approached her.

“Not at all,” Larkin said. “I spoke with Lieutenant Commander Ford, and discovered that you have agreed to help us.”

“Are you shocked?”

“Mildly. But my emotion program can be blamed for that. My shock is irrelevant, however. What is relevant is your cooperation.”

“I told Ford that I’d help you blighters out, and I meant it.”

“Yes. But based on the actions of your so-called ancestors…”

“You mean the ones I’m not related to?”

“Yes. Those. Based on their actions, I calculate a ninety-percent chance that you will try to escape us once we get on board the Bird of Prey, so you can re-take your ship and resume what you believe is a humanitarian mission.”

“And if I do?” Deidre said, locking eyes with Larkin.

“Then I will stop you, Captain Bain, with all due force,” Larkin said, and headed for the door. “Be ready to disembark within the hour.”



“Report,” Limpet said, sitting stiffly in Deidre’s command chair, watching the star chart on the viewscreen, which marked the position of the Voracious as it closed on the Bajor system, as well as the pursuing Aerostar-A.

Justan had just stepped onto the bridge, and was leaning over the engine status station. “I stabilized the engines. We’ll still need to put into port after this, but we won’t blow up.”

“How about the Thaleron Junior?” Besket asked, looking up from his panel.

“It’s tied into our power and control systems. The firing solution and activation sequence are at your discretion.”

Limpet nodded. “Excellent. Time to Bajor system?”

“Ten minutes,” Speers said from the helm.

“Prepare to deploy.”

Besket nodded, entering the target sequence into the Voracious’ targeting computer, which relayed it to the Thaleron Junior’s computer. As he did so, he glanced idly at the Starfleet symbol on the viewscreen that represented the Aerostar. “Limpet!” he called out. “The Aerostar is changing course. She’s closing on us!”

“Do they see us?” Limpet asked, pushing out of his chair. He stared at Justan. “Do they see us?”

Justan’s hands ran over his console. “Impossible. The phase cloak is infallible.”

’“We got it at a surplus sale!” Limpet snapped.

“There’s no way they can see us!” Justan replied.

Suddenly the Voracious shook.

“Direct phaser hit, port quarter,” Besket said, turning to Justan. “It’s almost as if they can see us!”

Justan looked at his panel, shocked. “But…how?”

“Deidre,” Limpet said with disdain.

The comm system trilled. “Privateer Vessel: This is Captain David Conway of the USS Aerostar. You are directed to stand down immediately and prepare to be boarded. Do you understand?”

“Not without a fight, Federation man,” Limpet snapped. “Speers, increase speed to Warp Nine point Six. Besket: Decloak and fire aft torpedoes. Multiple yields, full spread!”



“Keep tracking her,” Conway said, stepping toward the viewscreen. “Tell me when we’re in tractor range.”

“Do I have to give you the whole ‘tractor beam at warp’ speech?” Kamtezen said. “You know, the one that explains how bad an idea that is?”

“I’d really rather you didn’t,” Conway said, as Larkin emerged from the aft turbolift. “Just close on that ship.”

“I believe we have secured Deidre’s cooperation, sir,” Larkin said.

“Did you put the fear of God into her?” Conway asked with a smile.

“No, sir. The fear of Larkin.”

“Good enough,” Conway said. “Are you sure you want to go over there?”

“I am absolutely certain.”

Conway nodded. “Good enough.”

“They’re decloaking!” Gellar said, then looked at his panel. “Incoming!”

The Aerostar shook as torpedo hits slammed into its bow.

Larkin glanced at a nearby panel. “Shields down to sixty-five percent. Minor damage on several decks.”

“More power to forward shields,” Conway ordered.

“They’re closing on the Bajor system,” Saral said. “Two minutes.”

“Increase speed to match and overtake,” Conway said. “How is that thing so fast? That class of ship shouldn’t be near a match for the Aerostar. Man, Deidre did a good job of outfitting that ship.”

“You should see HER outfit,” Ford said.

“Allow me,” Larkin said. “Shut up, Ford.”

“Thanks,” Conway said. “Alexa, what are we looking at here? How long will it take them to activate the weapon?”

Lanham’s fingers glanced over her panel. “If it’s similar to the weapon Shinzon used, then it’ll take a good five or six minutes for the weapon to deploy and acquire its target.”

“Giving us plenty of time to destroy it,” Conway said.

“Except for one small problem,” Kamtezen said from behind the engineering console. “We can’t just blow up the thaleron weapon, or risk blowing up the Voracious.”

Conway turned around. “How come?”

“It’s a radiation-based weapon. We’ll flood the Bajor system with thaleron radiation, making it unlivable for decades.”

Larkin turned to him. “Blowing up the device aboard the Voracious would be worse than simply shooting it at a planet. The device has got to be destroyed from within.”

“This is something you could have told us in the meeting.” Conway stomped his foot. “That’s why we HAVE meetings.”

“Sorry.”



“I’ve got it!” Justan called out. “I’ve adjusted our neutrino emissions. We’re invisible again.”

“About time,” Limpet said. “Just in time, as a matter of fact.”

“Entering the Bajor system,” Speers announced.

“This would be a good time for us to talk about firing while cloaked,” Besket said. “Are we sure the thing will fire with the cloaking device up?”

Limpet looked at Justan. “Well?”

Justan nodded. “I checked on the Romulans’ claims. The cloaking device will definitely hold while the Thaleron Junior deploys. Then we’ll be visible for only a few seconds while the device fires.”

“Genius!” Limpet exclaimed. “On to Bajor!”



“Kira, you’re still there,” Conway said, looking at the Bajoran woman on the screen as she stood in Ops.

“The civilian population and most of the Starfleet contingent have evacuated to Bajor Six,” Kira said, stepping in front of the Ops table. “But I’m not going to simply abandon the station. I never do. It’s my thing.”

“It’s a stupid thing,” Conway said. “We can’t guarantee we’re going to succeed in stopping this weapon. And we also can’t guarantee they won’t turn it on DS-Nine next.”

“That’s why I’ve got phasers and quantum torpedoes, Captain. Don’t worry about me.”

“I wasn’t, really. Aerostar out.” Conway watched Kira’s image shift to that of the Bajor system. “Gellar, what’s the location of the Voracious?”

“Easy. It’s….” Gellar looked at his panel, then looked up. “It’s…not there anymore.”

“WHAT?”

“We’ve lost the neutrino emissions,” Gellar said, as Kamtezen stepped down to look over his shoulder.

“They must have adjusted their atomic drift,” Larkin said.

“Yeah,” Kamtezen said. “I think that’s exactly what they did.”

“They can do that?” Conway asked. “How did we not know they could do that?”

“I don’t know, David, but the point is, they did it,” Lanham said.

“Entering the Bajor system,” Saral announced.

“And they could be deploying their weapon right now,” Larkin said.

Kamtezen blanched suddenly, his orange skin going light. He squeezed his knees together. “Oh, that’s not good. My smaltz cycle has advanced to the final stage. We’re way past powder now.”

Conway bit his lip. “I hate to ask…”

“Genital inversion and duplication,” Kamtezen said. “And wow!” His voice raised in pitch. “Is it ever!”

Conway glared at him. “C’mon. Let’s keep it together people. We’ve been here before.”

“Well, not exactly here,” Ford said, as Hal Sholen and Nigel Hampstershire emerged from the turbolift.

“What’s going on, Captain?” Sholen asked.

Conway turned around. “You again? Can’t you go belowdecks and sue somebody or something?”

“We’re just finalizing the divorce documents for Nigel and Deidre.”

“Glad to see you’re making yourself useful,” Gellar said, as he worked over his panel.

“Have you located the Voracious yet, Captain?” Nigel asked, stepping down to join Conway.

“Yes, then we lost it.”

“Oh dear.”

“Not only that,” Ford said. “But we now have a guy on the bridge with smaller genetalia than you.”

<We’ve got to find that ship!> Lanham said inside Conway’s brain.

“Telepath me something I don’t know!” Conway snapped.

“Time is short,” Larkin said.

“Well, think, Larkin,” said Conway. “That’s what we’ve got you for!”

Sholen stepped up next to Conway. “It’s imperative you save the Voracious, as it’s the last vestige of my client’s marriage.”

Conway glared at him. “I thought you told me you weren’t going to be a distraction here.”

“We’re only making plans for Nigel, Captain.”

Conway sighed. “Sorry to hear those two split up.” He glanced at Lanham. “Wait a sec. Split up!”



Chapter Nine



“Prepare to deploy the weapon,” Limpet said.

“We’ve been preparing to deploy the weapon,” Justan said. “It’s prepared. All we have to do is deploy it.”

“Oh,” Limpet said. “Then deploy the weapon.”

Besket nodded at Justan, and the two began tapping at their panels. A high-pitched whine sounded throughout the Voracious bridge.

A calm, soothing female voice, likely Romulan, spoke up on the bridge speakers. “All hands: This is the Thaleron Junior - Trial Edition. Please evacuate all non-essential crew surrounding the Thaleron Junior. Please input target specifications. The Thaleron Junior is deploying. Stand back, and enjoy the show!”

“It talks,” Limpet said to himself.

“The weapon is deploying!” Besket said eagerly.

“Put in the target coordinates,” Limpet said, leaning forward and rubbing his hands together. “And prepare to drop cloak so we can fire the Thaleron Junior.”

“We don’t need to prepare to drop the cloak,” Justan said. “We’re already prepared. Just tell us to drop the cloak.”

“Fine! Now drop the cloak when I tell you!”

“Now now or now later?”

“No. When I say so!”

“Fine, fine.”

“All hands: This is the Thaleron Junior - Trial Edition. The Thaleron Junior is now deployed. Please evacuate all non-essential crew surrounding the Thaleron Junior. Target specications input and accepted. Ready to begin nine-minute countdown.”

Limpet shrunk in his chair. “Nine minute? Why so long?”

“Thaleron Junior requires nine minutes to power up. Do not question Thaleron Junior,” the computer voice replied.

“Well, pardon me,” Limpet said. “By all means, then, start the countdown. Let’s get on with this!”

“Eight minutes, fifteen seconds remaining,” the voice of the Thaleron Junior said calmly. “While you are waiting to bring mass- destruction on an unsuspecting populace, consider purchasing these other great Romulan Surplus products: It’s portable, lethal, and stylish! That’s right, it’s the mini-disruptor. Need to disappear for a while? Introducing the first cloakable pantsuit for personal use. Perfect for any occasion, stain-resistant, and renders you totally invisible!”

“Get on with it!” Limpet growled, rapping his fingers on the command chair.

“Sir: The Aerostar is moving…” Besket called out.

“Put her position on screen,” Limpet said, leaning forward.

He watched the icon representing the Aerostar circle around Bajor.

“They can’t see us. They’re just doing an orbital scan, trying to pick up our power signature. There’s no way they’ll be able to see us until it’s too late.”

Besket cocked his head, watching the schematic. “Sir…we must be having a problem with our targeting computers. The Aerostar’s signal just split into three separate signals.”

Limpet watched the Starfleet symbol suddenly divide and split off in three different directons. “That’s odd.”

“No, it’s not!” Justan said. “Prometheus-class starships can split into three ships!”

“No matter,” Limpet said. “They still won’t find us.”

Just then, on the screen, all three Starfleet symbols glowed and emitted cartoon beams in multiple directions.

“They’re phaser-sweeping our orbital path!” Besket announced.

“Evasive!” called out Limpet. “Keep us out of the way of the phaser sweeps!”

“There are too many of them. They’re low-powered, but once they register an impact…” Justan began, as the Voracious shook slightly. “Direct hit aft!”

“Back us off, back us off!” Limpet shouted. “They’re going to target the impact and…”

Three stronger phaser beams rocked against the Voracious, shaking the vessel as Limpet clambered to his feet.

“Return fire! Drop cloak! Return fire, all weapons!” Limpet called out.

“They’re surrounding us with all three component ships,” Besket said. “There’s no way out.”

“Five minutes, forty-five seconds,” the computer voice called out. “Please remember to register your new Romulan Surplus product as soon as possible. Registration is only fifty-five bars of gold-pressed latinum, and entitles you to these and many other fine discounts…”



<Do you see what I see?> Lanham thought at Conway, looking over her scans.

<Yeah, of course,> Conway said. <Wait. No. What do you see?>

She pointed at the schematic of the Voracious. “There’s a tiny hole in the shields where the thaleron weapon is deployed. We can beam our away team in through there.”

<Oh. That. Of course,> Conway thought sheepishly. <Send the coordinates to the transporter room.> He glanced at Larkin while Lanham input the coordinates. “Get down to the brig. Grab Deidre and get her to the transporter room. Ford, take D’Angelo and Puckett and go with them.”

“Can I go to the brig with you?” Nigel asked, following Ford and Larkin to the turbolift. “You know, to say goodbyes and such?”

“If you must,” Larkin said, stepping aside and allowing Nigel into the lift..

“Ponce,” Ford muttered, as the lift doors closed.

On the viewscreen, the Voracious shimmered into view and fired out in three directions, hitting all three pieces of the Aerostar.

“Come about!” Conway called. “Return fire!”

“The phaser banks are drained,” Gellar said. “All those phaser sweeps temporarily sapped them. We’ll get them back in five or six minutes.”

Lanham watched, frightfully, as the small thaleron emitter rose fully from its housing on top of the Bird of Prey and blossomed open like a blooming onion.

“Torpedoes,” Conway said quickly.

Gellar shook his head. “No good, sir. Unless we want to blow them up, and kill all of us, and Bajor, and everyone on Deep Space Nine in the process.”

Conway thought about it. “Nope. Definitely a bad idea.”

<David…what are we going to do?> Lanham thought, leaning on her panel.

“This is going to get interesting,” Conway said, as the Aerostar shook again. “Hopefully, Larkin and her team will get the job done.”



“Get out of your cell,” Larkin ordered.

Deidre eased off the bunk within her cell and strolled over to her. “We going somewhere, dearest?”

“We are going to the Voracious.”

“No thanks. Been there already.”

“We lost the Voracious, but we found it again, no thanks to you,” Ford said. “Now they’re deploying their weapon, and it’s up to us to stop it.”

“Then I spose you’re rogered, aren’t you?”

“Not if you help us,” Larkin said. “Which you will do.”

“Don’t see why,” Deidre replied, staring at her fingernails and blowing on them.

“Hello again, dear,” Nigel said, stepping out from behind Ford.

“Ah, Nigel. You poncey old fool you, what are you doing here?”

“They thought I might be helpful in convincing you to stop that weapon,” Nigel said. “Plus, I was thinking we could try dating again.”

“Sure,” Deidre said, batting her eyes. “I’ll see you in fifteen to twenty, lover.”

“Excellent!” Nigel exclaimed, clearly missing the point.

“You are just being difficult,” Larkin said. “You know as well as I that destroying Bajoran cities does nothing to advance your cause. Yours is a cause of peace, and returning Cardassia to prominence in the galaxy.”

“There are some good blokes back on Cardassia, for sure,” Deidre said. “But I think I’ve done enough for king and country. I’m content to let the rest sort itself out.”

“But what about revenge?” Ford asked.

“Bah, I’m not that petty,” Deidre said. “Besides, the Voracious’ power systems can’t possibly handle firing a thaleron-based weapon. It’ll overload, and blow up.”

“And flood this system with radiation,” Larkin said.

“Killing everyone in it, including us, if we don’t flee, like now,” Deidre said. “Then again, it’s your choice.”

“Thank you for reminding me,” Larkin said, grabbing Deidre’s wrist and dragging her toward the door. “We are going to the transporter room. And we are going to beam aboard the Voracious and stop that weapon from firing.”

“Good luck, sweetest! I’ll be waiting for you!” Nigel called out after Deidre, waving. “No hard feelings about the divorce, and the attacks, and pillaging, and such. All water over a brook, or somesuch!”



“Lay it on!” Limpet called out. “Blast that ship….ships…until we can’t blast any longer!”

Besket worked his hands over his panel. “Yes, Limpet. But what happens when our weapon fires?”

“We get out of here, and re-cloak, of course,” Limpet said. “And find something else to shoot.”

“Perhaps,” Besket said, and glanced down at his panel. “Sir…transporter signals on Deck One, aft.”

“From the Aerostar?”

“They’re the only ship….ships…in range.”

“Visitors.” Limpet rubbed his hands together. “Saboteurs.”

“Marrazz,” Besket said, and pointed to the door. “Bring two men. Stop whoever it is immediately.”

“I’ll go with,” Limpet said, sliding out of his chair.

“Don’t you want to stick around to see the mass destruction?” Besket asked.

“Oh, I’m pretty sure I know how it’s going to go,” Limpet said, and gestured for Marrazz to follow him out the door.

“Three minutes, thirty seconds remaining,” the computer intoned.



“Do you have any idea what we’re doing here?” Ford asked, stepping up behind Larkin as the team stalked down the dim corridors of the Voracious.

“I would think that question is self-evident.”

“Not so much,” Ford said.

“I think we’re all going to die, if anyone’s interested!” Deidre called out.

“Not so much,” Larkin echoed, and glanced at her tricorder. “We are approaching the weapon.”

“And then what?” asked Ford.

“We disable it.”

Ford stepped closer to Larkin, lowered his voice. “How?”

“I will find a way.”

“And if you don’t?”

“Then we’re rogered!” Deidre snapped.

Ford glanced over his shoulder at her. “What the hell is your problem?”

“I spose I’ve no regrets,” Deidre said softly. “After all, we Bains have been known to go out in huge balls of flame before.”

“To be exact, if we fail, every cell in your body will break down and your skin will disintegrate and melt off your bones,” Larkin said. “You will turn completely to sand approximately ninety seconds after being exposed to the radiation.”

“Well, when you put it that way…” Deidre said, and picked up her pace.



“Heavy damage, lower decks of twin drives one and two. Bulkheads rupturing on the foreward saucer sections,” Gellar chimed in. “Still four minutes away on those phasers.”

Conway gripped Lanham’s panel, standing beside her as he watched the disruptor blasts from the Voracious slam into his ship. Ships.

He reached out a hand and squeezed Lanham’s.

<You really don’t want kids,> Lanham thought.

<Nope. They frighten me,> Conway said. <And they’re harder to potty train then pets.>

<You can’t be serious. I thought…>

<Yeah. I kind of thought I would warm to the idea.>

Lanham nodded. <But that’s not going to happen. Is it?>

Conway shrugged. <’Fraid not. On the bright side, we may all die in a couple minutes, and then the point will be moot!>

“Lovebirds, stop gazing at each other and do something!” Gellar called out.

“Yes. Prompt action would seem to be warranted,” Sholen said, sitting uneasily in the chair to the right of the command chair.

“We’re sitting ducks,” Conway said, looking at Lanham. “If we take evasive action, we won’t be able to beam the away team back, assuming they’re successful. If they’re not…well, then we’re all fragged.”

Just then, the turbolift doors open and Nigel Bain shuffled out, sighing.

“Problems, Mister Ambassador?” Conway asked, glancing over.

“I fear my ex-wife will never return, Captain. It’s a sad day indeed.”

“We all may die, you know,” Lanham said.

“Yes, well. That would certainly be a shame.” He sighed. “I’ll be in the conference room.” He waved at the viewscreen. “Good luck with…with all of that.”

“Thanks,” Conway said. “Charming fellow.”



Larkin, jogged into the ventral cargo bay, followed by Deidre, Ford, Puckett, and D’Angelo. The room was rust-toned, like the rest of the Voracious interior, except for the mass of cables and blinking lights attached to the ceiling, held up by a massive piston and interlocking metal legs, which was a mix of grey, green, and purple, looking positively Romulan.

“That would be the weapon of doom, then,” Deidre said, gesturing at the device.

“We should have brought Kamtezen,” Larkin said as she stared at the knotted cables, then consulted her tricorder. “He would have the best chance of disabling this device.”

“Why didn’t we bring him?” Ford asked, glancing at a nearby viewscreen, which displayed Bajor, and a large, red bullseye, focused on what he guessed was one of the planet’s major cities.

“We broke up recently. There is still…much awkwardness between us.”

“Ahh,” Ford said. “I’ll ponder that as my SKIN STARTS TO TURN TO PIXIE DUST!”

“Yes, well,” Larkin said. “My mistake.”

Dedire stepped up beside her. “Wait a tic. You’re an android. You’re programmed with gigaquads of knowledge, aren’t you?”

“That is more or less true, yes.”

“So you must know how to disable this thing.”

Larkin stared at thee piston in the middle of the room, and the interlocking legs, as the machines low wine got louder and louder, and the lights within the mass of cables and beneath the ceiling, where the cannon was mounted to the exterior of the ship, started glowing brighter. “Two minutes, forty-five seconds remaining. Act now, and we will include with your Thaleron Junior a biogenic device at half price.”

“I have theories,” Larkin said quietly.

“So act on them!” Ford said.

“I am hesitant. If my theories are incorrect, we all die.”

“I think we’ll all die if you do nothing, too,” Deidre said. “Isn’t that right?”

Larkin nodded. “You have a point.”

“Two minutes, fifteen seconds remaining. Remember to thoroughly clean Thaleron Junior after each use.”

Deidre backed away. “Maybe we should seriously consider running away very fast.”

“That would not help, at this juncture,” Larkin said, and suddenly dove at the mass of cables, pulling each cable apart with vicious android speed.

“There you go, Larkin!” Ford exclaimed, pumping his fist. “You show that two-bit hairdryer who’s boss!”

Puckett and D’Angelo looked at each other worriedly.

Deidre backed closer to the door, which opened promptly. She turned just in time to see Limpet’s fist catch her under her jaw, sending her to the floor.

“No you don’t!” Ford called out, racing across the cargo bay and leaping mid-air at Limpet, who caught him easily with a punch to the gut, sending him to the floor.

Puckett and D’Angelo pivoted around, firing with their phaser rifles.

Limpet, Marrazz, and two other Privateers circled the cargo bays like wary cats, dodging phaser beams and shooting back with their disruptor pistols.

Ford crawled over to where Deidre lay, stunned. “Deidre, are you all right?”

“Were you trying to be chivalrous, lad, or were you hoping to get laid today?”

“A little of both,” Ford said sheepishly.

“Good show.” Deidre leaned up on her elbows and watched the pandemonium: Larkin tearing wildly at the Thaleron Junior’s circuitry; Limpet and Marazz and two of her former henchmen tangling with Puckett and D’Angelo.

“You know, if we’re all going to die, we might as well make out,” Ford said.

“I suppose a little…test drive…wouldn’t hurt,” Deidre said, and grabbed Ford by the back of his neck, pulling him to her.

“Glad you know my metaphor. I….mmmmmmph!”

On the viewscreen just above Ford, the planet Bajor turned innocently, and the bulls-eye focused on Bajor City grew brighter.



“What the hell’s going on over there?” Conway said, leaning on Lanham’s panel and staring at the viewscreen as the Voracious continued shooting, taking potshots at the weaving three sections of the Aerostar.

“I don’t know,” Gellar said. “But I’d be more worried about what’s going on over here. Casualty reports coming in from multiple decks. Depressurization ship-wide. We’ve got to consider withdrawing!”

“Not until we get our people, back,” Conway said. “Give them a little more time.”

“Do you think Larkin and Ford will be able to get the job done?”

Conway shrugged. “Larkin’s been in tighter spots before. And Ford may be an ass most of the time, but underneath that sex-starved exterior, there’s a sensitive, thinking man who won’t let his crewmates down.”

<That’s sweet. You really think that?>

<No. Not really.>



“Mmmmmmmm…Deidre…your breasts are so…perky! They remind me of….of someone I know on the Aerostar.”

“Ex-girlfriend?” Deidre asked as she and Ford pawed each other on the cargo deck.

“Um, not exactly. But he’s a great guy.”

“Hmmm.”

“STOP…DOING THAT!” Limpet cried out, leaping at Larkin, who deftly kicked him out of the way with one leg, not even looking in his direction.

“You shall not disable Thaleron Junior,” the female computer voice said evenly. “Do not taunt Thaleron Junior. Thaleron Junior will be victorious!”

“Thaleron…Junior…will…SHUT…UP!” Larkin shouted, pulling at the cables. She glanced up. The high-pitched whine continued. The ceiling glowed brighter, as the weapon above started final warm-up.

“Thaleron Junior will fire in thirty seconds. Do not use Thaleron Junior without consulting your physicians. Side effects of proximity to Thaleron Junior include vomiting, nausea, dry mouth, cell decomposition, dizziness, skin melting, and certain sexual side effects.”

“Uh-oh,” Ford said, curling against Deidre as Limpet rolled over both of them, and reached out two hands to strangle the British pirate. “Get…OFF…HER!” he cried.

“I can fight my own battles. I’m only using you for sex!” Deidre snapped back, punching Limpet and reaching out to likewise strangle him.

“Don’t ruin my plan!” Limpet snarled, pushing Deidre up against the wall and slamming her head into it. “I’ve been your yes man long enough!”

“This isn’t a threesome!” Ford cried, grabbing Limpet by the shoulder and ripping him off Deidre. He then set upon the Cardassian, pummeling him relentlessly with both fists.

“Thaleron Junior will fire in fifteen seconds. Will the android in the room please acknowledge defeat.”

“NEVER!” Larkin called out, and punched into one of the casings beneath the maze of interlocking cables, ripping out shards of circuitry.

“Five seconds.”

Lt. Frank D’Angelo gripped Marrazz arms and held them back as Puckett punched him repeatedly. The other two Privateers lay unconscious on the deck. Both Puckett and D’Angelo looked up as they heard the final countdown.

“Four…three…two…”

Deidre crawled over Limpet, laughing. “You see, you silly mutineer! You can’t destory Deidre Bain that easily!”

“One.”

Larkin stared up at the thrumming device, her hands finally falling limp at her side. “Oh sh**,” she said solemnly.

The thrumming rose to an ear-splitting crescendo…

Ford turned to look again at the viewscreen. A frightening tunnel of green energy shot out at Bajor, slamming into its primary continent’s eastern seaboard.

“No!” Larkin shouted, rushing toward the screen.

Deidre leaned up. “That’s it. We’re rogered.”

Limpet laughed, wiping his bloody nose and pushing Ford off him. “Hah. Now, Deidre, you see the true might of Cardassian superiority!”

The screen suddenly went blank.

“And that is an example of the frightening devastation you can cause, if you purchase the full version of Thaleron Junior. Please note that the Trial Version of Thaleron Junior does not actually kill anything. Although it seriously considered killing the distruptive android. Thank you, and good night.”

With that, the mass of ruined circuitry in the middle of the room stopped glowing, and its noise died to a whimper, and, finally, even that went silent.

Ford crawled to his feet, helping Deidre up. “Trial version?”

“You bought an infomercial!” Deidre laughed, kicking Limpet in the gut. “You moron! You bought a bloody advert!”

Limpet leaned up, staring at the blank screen, awe-struck. “No. It’s not possible.”

“It is quite possible,” Larkin said.

That’s when the lights inside the device flared back to life again, with a bright green glow. “On second thought, the Thaleron Junior will now self-destruct in thirty seconds.”

“Oh, smeg it!” Deidre shouted, as Ford pushed her to the door.

“Get the others,” Larkin said, tossing Limpet over her shoulder and running out after Ford. “Aerostar, this is Commander Larkin. We request immediate emergency evacuation!”



“Power levels within the device are rising off the charts,” Gellar said, looking up. “That thing is going to blow, and take the Voracious with it.”

“And spread radiation around the Bajor system, killing us all?” Conway asked.

Gellar checked his readings. “Nope. Just a regular explosion.”

“Whew,” Conway said. “I mean, wait…get those people off that ship!”

“Right,” Gellar said, and started tapping at his panel.

Nigel Bain emerged from the conference room, stretching and yawning. “Any developments, Captain?”

“I hope you’re insured,” Conway said. “Your new ship is about to become space particles.”

Nigel stared at the viewscreen. “What’s that?”



Privateers and Starfleet officers alike scrambled down the cramped corridor of the Voracious, Larkin clearing the way.

“Say again, Aerostar,” she said.

Her combadge crackled. “We’re having difficulty getting a lock. The last few rounds of phaser fire from the Voracious damaged our transporters,” Gellar responded. “Give us a couple minutes.”

“We do not have a ‘couple’ minutes, Lieutenant,” Larkin said. “Please work with all possible alacrity.”

“Yeah. Something like that, Commander. Hold on!”

In the commotion, Ford fell to the back of the group, and found Deidre suddenly gripping the front of his uniform, pushing him against the bulkhead, kissing him deeply.

“Mmph…wha…I thought we were finished making out.” Ford glanced at the others who were moving quickly down the corridor, toward what he wasn’t certain. “I mean, you’re a nice girl and all, but I’m not really looking for a long-term thing.”

“You silly boy,” Deidre said, cupping Ford’s face. “Thank you for confirming my suspicions.”

“That the Starfleet way wins out, in the end?”

“No, no, dearest,” Deidre said, wrinkling her nose. “That your obsession with sex distracts you completely. Till next time, darling!” She gave him another deep kiss, then kneed him in the crotch, and ran off in the opposite direction.

“But…wait….” Ford said in a high pitched squeal, falling to his knees. He reached out toward Deidre, but she’d already rounded the bend, disappearing down a side corridor. He turned and reached out toward the mob fleeing the cargo area. “Wait!” He got up and ran toward the others, glancing back a moment in the direction Deidre had gone.

And then he felt himself dematerialize.



BLAMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMM!

Conway winced as the Voracious exploded in a bright fireball on the viewscreen, shaking all three sections of the Aerostar.

Lanham stared at the viewscreen between her fingers. “W…well?”

“We got everyone aboard,” Gellar said. “I think.”

“Pull back, and reassemble the ship,” Conway said, heading back down to his command chair. “Then find us a port. I imagine we’re pretty banged up.”

“The closest starbase is Deep Space Nine,” Gellar said.

“Find another one,” Conway muttered.

“I don’t think we’ll make it to another one,” Kamtezen said, surveying the engineering reports. “Shields are gone. Engines are fragged. Life support is on minimal. And I just lost most of my body hair.”

“Fantastic,” said Conway. “Send all our survivors, along with a security detachment, to Sickbay. I’ll meet them there.”

<Should I come with you?> Lanham thought as Conway headed to the turbolift.

<Might as well,> he thought, noncomittally. He looked at Gellar. “Lieutenant, you have the bridge. Take us to…” He sighed. “DS-Nine.”



“Deidre? Deidre?” Ford said, racing from one biobed to the other.

Benzra glanced over at Ford. “What the ssssssssssssshnarzz are you talking about?’

“We’re missing somebody.”

“The transporter locked on to all available life forms,” Larkin said, surveying the crowd of Privateers, along with her away team, that filled the Sickbay as security officers suddenly poured in, weapons ready. “One must assume Deidre either escaped, or was killed.”

“She knew what she was doing,” Ford said, touching his lips. “Man, did she know what she was doing.”

“Are you injured?” Benzra asked, turning to him.

“I’ll let you know,” Ford said distantly, and headed for the door.

“Report,” Conway said, as he and Lanham stepped into Sickbay.

“Away team present and accounted for, except for Deidre,” Larkin said. “And you, sir?”

“About ready to get this f****ing probe removed from my neck, Larkin.” Conway moved through the crowd, glancing at the dazed and bruised crew from the Voracious. “Deidre?”

Larkin shook her head. “Unknown, sir.”

He nodded. “Okay, then. We’re putting in at Deep Space Nine. Boy, is this going to be a fun report to write.”

“No casualtiesssssssssss,” Benzra hissed. “Jussssssst bumpsssss and bruisessssss.”

“Then move the Privateers to the brig,” Conway said. “As for the rest of you, congratulations. You saved Bajor. Which is fine. I guess.”

“Sir, if I am no longer needed, I wish to report to engineering,” said Larkin.

Conway looked at her. “What for?”

“I too have a pain in the neck that needs to be removed.”

Conway nodded. “Well said.”



Epilogue



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 57909.3. The Aerostar is docked at Starbase Deep Space Nine, getting some fairly major repairs before returning to assignment.

Bajor is safe, for the moment, thanks in no small part to my crew.

The Voracious, unfortunately for her new owner, Nigel Hampstershire, is a total loss. And, unfortunately, ‘acts of trial-version thaleron devices’ are not covered on Nigel’s insurance policy, which is a real shame.

Deidre Bain’s whereabouts are unknown; however, our sensors did pick up a small shuttlepod leaving the Voracious just before her destruction. I don’t know who was aboard, or if it escaped the explosion intact, but chances are it’s Deidre, because that’s just my luck.

And these types of things tend to come back to bite me in the ass sometime down the road.



Conway rubbed the mild rash on the back of his neck as he sat in his readyroom looking over his report, preparing to submit it to Starfleet.

His chime rang, but he was so deep in thought he barely noticed it. The door chime rang again, and he looked up. “Come.”

The doors split open, and Alexa Lanham walked in. “Do you have a moment?”

He nodded. “Sure. Sit down.”

“Hal wanted me to give this to you, so you could look it over,” she said, and sat opposite Conway, sliding the padd across the desk to him.

Conway picked it up and scanned it, sipping from his steaming triple mocha java. “Are you sure about this?”

“I think you’re sure, which is the point,” Lanham said. “You’ll see that Hal worked out a great deal for both of us.”

“Let me guess, you get one of the three sections of the Aerostar, and half of Bucky,” Conway said, glancing longingly at the photo on his desk of his prized Welsh corgi.

“Nothing so extreme as that. Actually, I talked him out of seeking damages from either of us, as we don’t really own anything.”

“Good point,” Conway said. “So we’re just talking about…”

“Annulment, actually,” Lanham said. “The marriage will have never happened.”

“Even though it did.”

“Technically. Let’s just call it a trial year.”

“Ahh, and if I agree to have kids, I get to own the full version,” Conway said wistfully.

“This isn’t a trick, or some sort of phony offer. It’s not about winning, or losing, or how you play the game. It’s what it is. I want kids, you don’t. Enough said.”

“You’re mad.”

“No, I’m just not married anymore,” Lanham said. “If you thumb the padd.”

“You’ve already approved it?”

Lanham leaned back, slapping her thighs. “I saw no reason to wait.”

Conway eyed the padd. “So you think you’ll find someone else on this ship who’s willing to father your kids?”

“Maybe I won’t find anyone. Maybe I’ll just get kids on my own. Maybe I won’t stick around.”

Conway’s eyes widened. “You’re leaving?”

“I didn’t say that. At least, not yet. But as for the future, well, who knows.”

“You are mad,” Conway said. “Damn, I almost wish I had that thing in my neck again so I could tell for sure..”

Lanham smiled gently, and reached out to touch Conway’s hand. “No, dear. You really don’t.”

Conway sighed and gave the padd one more look, then pressed his thumb on the approval box. He slid it back to Lanham. “Who knew that, because of my honeymoon, I’d be getting divorced. Again.”

“Annulled, but, yes.” She stretched, then stood up, and picked up the padd. “Anyway, don’t think of it as losing a wife. Think of it as gaining a lawyer.”

“I’m so thrilled,” Conway said. “Even now, Nigel is down in Hal’s new ‘office,’ working on a way to reverse the divorce settlement, so he isn’t liable for the damages caused to Bajoran farmland when the remnants of the Voracious hit the planet.”

“Poor Nigel,” Lanham said. “Do you think he still pines for Deidre?”

“I don’t really care,” Conway muttered.

“At any rate, I’ll be moved out within the week. Lieutenant Gellar found me some nice quarters on deck six.”

“Isn’t that sweet of him,” Conway said, gritting his teeth.

Lanham turned to the door, then thought better of it and returned to Conway’s side. She leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Beneath it all, you’re actually a good guy, David.”

“No. I’m really not.”

“Suit yourself,” Lanham said, and headed back for the door. “Either way, we just don’t want the same things. And isn’t that what matters?”

“I guess,” Conway said, and took another sip of his coffee, returning to his report.



“Commander, how are you feeling?” Kamtezen asked as Larkin walked into Engineering, looking around at the readouts, as DS-Nine staff moved about, continuing repairs.

“I am functioning within normal parameters,” Larkin said. “As is my emotion program.”

“That’s a relief,” Kamtezen said. “And no bouts of spasmodic armature contraction?’

“No. But thank you for your concern.” She glanced at Kamtezen. “I trust your genetalia have reverted to their usual state.”

“Same position and same number as before. Just a bit of a burning senstation but that’ll pass.”

“I am pleased to hear that,” Larkin said, looking around. “How go the repairs?”

“We’ll be back up in less than a week,” Kamtezen said. “This Deep Space Nine crew is good. Although the little Ferengi scared me half to death when he stepped out from behind the primary ODN junction.”

“Yes. The little things count for so much,” Larkin said distantly, and turned to leave Engineering. “Have a pleasant day, Lieutenant.”

“Yes, uh, Commander. Little things,” Kamtezen said, almost to himself. “Hey, Larkin…do you want to have lunch later?”

“I am…busy,” Larkin said, and turned down the corridor.



“It’s a bit early to be drinking, isn’t it?” Wendy Wheedling, lounge manager of the Starlight Lounge-A said, leaning on her elbows and gazing at Ford as he sipped his bubbling fwarz-sharsher.

“Not today it isn’t,” Ford said, staring into his drink, then taking another gulp.

“I hear you had a harrowing escape. Brushes with life and death can be so trying.”

“Yeah, you have no idea.”

“Do you need me to please you somehow?” she asked, batting her eyelashes.

Ford looked at her. “You’re an odd one, aren’t you?”

“I’m whatever you want me to be.” She leaned forward and kissed Ford on the cheek, then leaned back and smiled. “Another drink?”

Ford grinned. “Wendy, you’re like the best bartender ever.”

“Mister Ford. If you please?” a voice called from the doorway to the Lounge, and Ford looked up.

“Larkin?”

“Please walk with me.”

“I’ll, uh, be back,” Ford said, smiling at Wendy and shifting off the bar stool, heading for the door.

Dr. Benzra sidled over from a nearby table, watching Larkin and Ford walk out. She turned to look at Wendy, compound eyes oscillating. “You like that one, yesssss?’

“He is a dream, Creator.”

“Doctor,” Benzra corrected. “Call me Doctor.”

Wendy gave a slight curtsy. “As you wish, Doctor Creator.”

“Humanssssss are hard to figure out. You sssssssshould be careful.”

“But you have taught me all I need to know, Doctor. I live to serve you and make you proud, and find out about all humanity, and report back to you with every vivid, excruciating detail.”

“Yes, yessss, I know,” Benzra said, gently patting Wendy on the head with her claw. “And you do a fine job of it. And even if you didn’t, I could alwayssssssss create another one.”

“As you wish, Benzra,” Wendy said, and bowed her head. “Yours is forever superior.”

“Now let’sssssss not get carried away…”



“So what do you want?” Ford asked, as he and Larkin walked down the corridor.

“We need to talk, as First Officer to Second Officer.”

“Really? You’ve never talked to me like this before. I’m so psyched!”

Larkin nodded patiently. “Yes, well, I am pleased that you are psyched. Now then, we have a troubling matter to attend to.”

“I know, I know. I shouldn’t be hitting on the head bartender, or drinking during the afternoon, during my shift. But, I figure, we all almost died, so it’s, you know, like special circumstances.”

Larkin quickly deactivated her emotion program. “That is not what I meant, although you bring up several matters of grave concern. No, I was referring to Captain Conway. As you may know, he has recently severed his relationship with Doctor Lanham.”

“He has?” Ford asked. “Where have I been?”

“Drinking and fraternizing, apparently.”

“Oh. Right!” Ford grinned. “So what does this mean for us, other than another single woman on the ship?”

Larkin was relieved she’d deactivated her emotion program, as it would have likely prompted her to strangle Ford just then. “We must endeavor to support the Captain in this time of emotional turmoil. We must make sure he is fit to lead the crew, and that his judgment is not being unduly hindered by this recent revelation.”

“Oh, he’ll be fine,” Ford said, as they passed Counselor Telvin’s office.

“Transference? You think I’m transferring my anger? Well transfer this, buddy!” a voice cried out within the office, followed by several loud cracks.

The doors to Telvin’s office slid open, and Conway shouldered his way out, pushing past Larkin and Ford.

“Pardon me. Official ship’s business to get to,” he said, and headed down the corridor.

Telvin stepped gingerly out of the office, his lower lip quivering. “Is…is he gone?”

Larkin stared down the corridor. “For now. Are you all right?”

“I am fine,” Telvin said, smoothing his robes. “But I fear Captain Conway has some serious matters of the heart to attend to.”

“I do not envy his situation,” Larkin said.

Ford thought of Deidre, then shook his head. “Yeah, me neither.”

“He destroyed my coffee table,” Telvin said glumly. “Which is a shame, as his coffee was sitting on it at the time. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to Sickbay to have my scalded lap looked at.”

“Good luck!” Ford called after him.

Larkin considered all of this. “Humans spend far too much time thinking about love.”

“Good thing we don’t have to worry about stuff like that, huh, Larkin?” Ford asked. “An emotionless android and a swinging bachelor have no time for such things!”

“Indeed,” Larkin said. “Please excuse me.” And she headed off the opposite way Conway had gone.

Ford, for his part, stood alone in the corridor. “Yeah. Don’t worry about me. I’m fine being alone. Really.”

He stood there a few more beats, glancing around.

“Oh, screw this.” He jogged off back in the direction of the Starlight Lounge. “Hey, Wendy! Order up!”



THE END.




Past and Presents



AUTHOR’S NOTE: This story takes place in Year One of Star Traks: The Vexed Generation, just prior to “Leader of the Flock.”



Also, Happy Holidays! I know you were expecting socks, but I got you this instead.



USS AEROSTAR-A STARDATE 51436.4



“Christmas Eve!” Captain Andy Baxter announced, stepping out of the turbolift and onto the bridge of the U.S.S. Aerostar with unusual enthusiasm. “Is anyone else excited besides me?”

“No,” Commander David Conway said flatly from the command chair. “Go back to your cabin and hibernate for six weeks, then come out again to see if the outlook is any brighter.”

“I despise celebrations not involving ritual sacrifice,” J’hana said from the tactical console behind Conway. “I do, however, appreciate gifts.”

“That’s odd, isn’t it?” Lt. Commander Ariel Tilleran pointed out from her adjacent spot at sciences.

“I am an enigma,” J’hana affirmed.

“Well, like it or not, we’re going to celebrate the holidays like the family we are,” Baxter said, as he made his way down to the center seat to face Conway.

The first officer looked up at Baxter. “Can I help you?”

“Yes,” Baxter said, looking down at him. “This is the part where you get up and move to the side so I can sit down in my seat.”

“Oh, right. Because you’re the ‘captain,’” Conway said, twitching his fingers.

“Do you really have to make air quotes every time you say that?”

“I don’t have to, but I sure like to,” Conway said, and with a sigh, slowly stood and moved to the chair to Baxter’s right, taking his tall mug of steaming coffee with him.

“What’s our status?” Baxter asked, looking out at the viewscreen.

“Sleighbells, carolers, and wasselers a wasseling, sir; just another Christmas in the Delta Quadrant,” Ensign Zack Ford said from the helm console.

“Really,” Baxter muttered, staring at the streaking stars on the viewscreen. “Do you have to be so damn sarcastic?”

“Do you have to completely ignore the fact that we’re in the middle of nowhere, and have been plowing our way through bleak, desolate space for weeks now thanks to your harebrained idea to explore the Delta Quadrant in search of alliances instead of just heading toward Earth?” Ford shot back.

“Ech,” Baxter muttered, shaking his head. “Just because we’re stuck on the other side of the universe…”

“Galaxy,” Conway corrected.

“Galaxy,” Baxter said, glaring at Conway. “Doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy the holiday spirit around here.”

“In fact it does,” Lt. Larkin spoke up from the ops station. “According to recent polls, ninety-nine percent of the crew classify themselves as ‘depressed’ with our current situation.”

“So who are the one percent of the crew in a good mood? Me and…”

“Happy holidays, everyone!” Counselor Peterman exclaimed, stepping out of the aft turbolift with Charlie in tow. She had on a pair of fake, pointy ears and her hair was in pigtails, stuffed under a floppy green hat with a bell on top. Sadly, Charlie sported a similar hat, and looked displeased about it. Or maybe he was displeased with the bell that was attached to his tail.

Peterman skipped down to the front of the bridge with Charlie, a plate of bright green and red Christmas cookies balanced in her free hand. “So, as you guys have probably guessed, I’ve been baking all day.”

“I haven’t guessed at all, because I don’t care,” Conway said dully, looking up from a padd. “What are you supposed to be? A Christmas demon?”

“Perhaps the pointed ears denote she is costumed as a Vulcan,” Larkin suggested.

“Wrong, and wronger!” Peterman said, merrily waving her finger. “I’m an elf, sillies.”

“Of course you are,” Baxter said with a cheery smile. “Have a seat, Counselor. Tell the rest of these sad sacks that they should raise their spirits for the holidays!”

“Oh yes,” Peterman said, coming down to sit next to Baxter. “It’s proven that a good mood must be maintained throughout the holidays. People need that emotional high to get them through post-holiday depression. Oooh, yeah, that can be a sticky time, for sure. I’ve cleared out my calendar for the three days after Christmas. If we survive through that without any suicides or maimings, let’s just count ourselves as lucky.”

“Yeah,” Conway said. “Lucky we’re stuck in the Delta Quadrant.”

“Let’s look on the bright side,” Peterman said. “We have our lives, our health, and a wonderful starship to call home.”

“A f***ing starship not fast enough to get us home before we’re eligible for retirement,” Conway muttered and went back to his padd.

“Oh, Commander,” Peterman said. “I can tell you’re going to need my help most of all. Want a cookie?”

Conway’s eyes shifted away from the padd, and focused on the tray of cookies. “No.”

“They’re really good with coffee…”

“Okay. Just one.” He reached over and snatched a handful of cookies. “Or five.”

“There’s a boy. Eat ’em up,” Peterman said cheerily. “Anybody else?”

“Oh, me, please,” Ford said, rising from the helm and walking over. “I’d love to eat your little cookie, Counselor.”

“Enjoy!” Peterman said, offering up her plate to Ford as Baxter stared at him.

“Go back to your station, Ensign,” Baxter muttered.

“Oh, Andy, I don’t envy you,” Peterman said, as Ford returned to his station and Baxter continued glaring. “Keeping this crew happy through the holidays can’t be an easy task. Do you have any ideas on how to do that?”

“Well,” Baxter said, taking a deep breath. “Not really. I was kind of hoping you’d take that on.”

“Me? Really?”

“Well, you are our Counselor, right? You’re in charge of morale.”

Peterman thought about that. “I could organize a holiday party tonight…it’s a little last minute, but it’s not like I’ll be competing with other holiday parties!”

“Excellent idea!” Baxter said, patting Peterman on the shoulder. “A little get-together for the crew.”

“I hate celebrations,” J’hana repeated from behind them.

“Yes, you’ve made that clear,” Baxter said, and continued to smile at Peterman. “So, what are you thinking? A board game night? Or maybe a karaoke contest?”

Peterman wrinkled her nose a bit at that. “No. I mean…those are all good ideas, Captain, but I was thinking more along the lines of a…”



“Dance! A dance!” Baxter exclaimed, pacing sickbay, wringing his hands.

“I think that sounds nice,” Dr. Janice Browning said. “Now hold on one second, Ensign Yang. This’ll take just a…”

Baxter turned around just as Browning popped Yang’s knee back into place with a sickening crunch.

“There you go!” she said, and with the other hand shoved a handful of peanut brittle into her mouth.

Yang stared down at her knee for a moment and then began to shriek. “I think you forgot something, Doctor!” she said, wailing in pain.

“Hmm….oh, yes!” Browning reached over to a table beside Yang and grabbed a hypospray, quickly injecting it into her arm. “I was supposed to give you something for the pain. That should keep you nice and glossy for at least two days. Come back if you want some more! We’re open twenty-four seven!”

Yang’s eyes dilated and she shifted off the biobed woozily. “Thanks, Doc. I will!”

“Another happy customer,” Browning said thoughtfully as Yang limped out.

“Doctor!” Baxter said from behind Browning. “Can we please focus on what’s important here?”

“Ensign Valdez’ infected gallbladder?”

“The Holiday Dance!” Baxter said, hopping onto a biobed and putting his head into his hands. “Kelly’s scheduling a dance, and I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

Browning nodded thoughtfully, then jumped up onto the biobed next to Baxter. “How about you get drunk and dance your butt off? That’s probably what everyone else will be doing.”

“But…I don’t know how to dance,” Baxter said softly.

“Oh,” Browning said. “Wish I could help you there. I don’t know how to dance either. I spent most of my time around the food table at those sorts of functions.”

“There’s another problem,” Baxter said. “I want to ask Kelly to the dance, you know, as my…date.”

“So ask her.”

“Argh! It’s not that easy!” Baxter pounded the biobed with his fist. “I can’t just walk up and be like ‘Hey, go to the dance with me.’”

“And why not?”

“Because I just can’t to that. I’m not that kind of guy.”

Just then, the doors to Sickbay opened and Lt. Commander Christopher Richards stuck his head in. “Hey, Janice. There’s a holiday dance tonight . Want to go with me?”

“Sure!” Browning exclaimed.

“Great. Pick you up at eighteen-hundred,” Richards said, and nodded at Baxter. “Hey, Andy.”

“Hey, Chris,” Baxter said, as Richards ducked out.

Browning smiled at Baxter. “See how easy it is?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “Easy when you’re good-looking like Chris is.”

“Well, now, there’s your problem,” Browning said. “You’re plenty good-looking. And if you don’t stop waffling about it, and get some confidence about yourself, no woman is going to want to go out with you.”

“You think?”

“Sure,” Browning said. “Heck, I would have dated you, if we hadn’t become friends when I first came on board.”

“Uh-huh.” Baxter shifted off the biobed and headed for the door. “Well, thanks for your help.”

“No problem,” Browning said. “Good luck with your dancing problem.”

“Yeah.”

“And hey, just get a little confidence! You’ve got to believe you can do anything you set your mind to!”

“Right.”

As Baxter ducked out, Browning’s communicator chirped.

“Bailey to Browning. Valdez’ gallbladder is getting worse. Are we going to operate or what?”

“Oh, right! I almost forgot!” Browning exclaimed, and hopped off the biobed.



“A what?” Commander Conway asked, leaning over the ops panel.

“Quantum slipstream,” Larkin said, looking up from her readouts. “And a powerful one, at that. Slipstreams can interfere with warp fields, and in fact can knock starships out of warp, even destroy them. We’re fortunate that we didn’t collide with it.”

“I’ll say,” Conway said. “Mister Ford: Plot a course that will put as much distance as possible between us and the slipstream.”

“Aye, sir.”

“I would like to take this sensor information down to the science lab and confer with Lieutenant Tilleran and her staff, to determine the course of the slipstream and ensure that it does not change course suddenly and collide with us later on in our exploratory mission.”

“Very well,” Conway said, and Larkin rose from her station.

As Larkin headed to the turbolift, it opened to reveal Captain Baxter. “Ah, Lieutenant! Just the person I was looking for. Come with me!”

“Actually, Captain, I was just about to…”

“It doesn’t matter,” Baxter said, wrapping an arm around Larkin’s shoulder and leading her into the turbolift. “I need you for a very important assignment.”

“I believe we are facing a very important assign…”

“Oh, it can wait,” Baxter said, waving a dismissive hand. “This is top priority.”

Larkin nodded. “And what exactly is the assignment, sir?”

“I need you to teach me how to dance.”

Larkin paused, allowing her protocol program to process the potential causes and effects of her next action. Having just been promoted, and cultivating a modest ambition program, she decided to do nothing that would provoke ire in her new captain. So she would shelve the problem of the slipstream for now and focus on the captain’s needs.

“I am, of course, at your disposal, sir.”

“That means you know how to dance?”

“In a manner of speaking. My databanks possess any number of dance moves, from baccata to meringue, to box step and Charleston.”

“Well, we’re a long way from…Charleston,” Baxter said, as the lift doors opened and they stepped out onto the deck. “Holodeck Two will be sufficient.”

“Is there a particular style of dance you’re interested in?”

“You could say that,” Baxter said as they approached the holodeck doors. He pushed a control. “Computer: Activate program Baxter-Astaire Twenty-Three.”

The computer chirped, and the holodeck doors opened to reveal a large, resplendant dance hall.

“I want to dance my way right into Counselor Peterman’s heart…not literally of course, hehe.”

“This should be fascinating,” Larkin said, following Baxter into the holodeck.



Lt. Megan Hartley grimaced as she walked into the Starlight Lounge. “Oh, Mirk. Not you too.”

“What?” Mirk asked innocently from behind the bar, flopping a towel over his shoulder. “Can you blame me for putting up a few decorations?”

“A few?” Hartley asked, shuffling over to the bar and scooting into a chair. She looked around at the assortment of wreaths, ribbons, and colorful blinking lights all around the room. “It looks like Santa Claus threw up all over this place.”

“Sandra who?” Mirk asked blankly.

“Santa…never mind,” Hartley said. “Just give me an intergalactic fwarz-sharsher and be done with it.”

“I don’t understand,” Mirk said. “The holidays are part of your human heritage. Being so far from home, wouldn’t you want to hang on to those things?”

“Maybe some people do,” Hartley said, as Mirk handed her the drink she ordered. “But did you ever consider that some of us feel even more homesick when we’re reminded of what we’re missing at home?”

“Your family liked to celebrate the holidays?”

“Oh, yeah,” Hartley said. “Mom would cook a big meal…we’d sit around a fire and open presents all day. We’d go around the neighborhood singing…”

“You’d…sing?”

“Well, not me,” Hartley said. “But I’d watch everyone else do that.”

“Are you really as crabby as you make yourself out to be?”

“Damn right I am, and don’t forget it,” Hartley said, leaning forward and grabbing Mirk’s gold lame’ suit coat. “You got that?”

“Sure, sure,” Mirk said, and gently pulled away.

“What about you? Why are you celebrating? Maloxians don’t have Christmas, right?”

“No, not exactly,” Mirk said. “But we do believe it’s important to commemorate our togetherness with rituals and occasions. It’s how you build a community. It’s how you get to know the people around you.”

“There’s some wisdom in that, I suppose,” Hartley said, sipping her drink. “But I don’t have to like it.”

“True,” Mirk said. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.”

Hartley stared at him through narrowed eyes. Why was it that Mirk seemed to know what she was thinking all the time? Did he have telepathy like Tilleran…or was it something else?

She rolled her eyes and shifted off her chair. “I’ll see you later, Mirk. I’m going to go see if I can find any other gloomy folks to associate with.”

“Suit yourself,” Mirk said. “I’m going to go get more eggnog out of the store room.”

Hartley walked up to the back of the lounge, where Lt. J’hana was seated alone at a table, staring into her frothy, bubbling v’haspant.

“Lieutenant,” Hartley said with a nod.

“Lieutenant,” J’hana said.

“Mind if I sit down?”

“Yes,” J’hana said flatly.

“Cool,” Hartley said, and sat opposite J’hana. “This is more like it.”

“More like what?” J’hana asked, looking up.

“Somebody who hates the world. It’s refreshing, especially around the holidays.”

J’hana looked around the festively-decorated lounge. “This…unbridled enthusiasm… is somewhat annoying.”

“Why do people feel the need to create artificial happiness, anyway?” Hartley asked. “If we want to be miserable, just let us be miserable, right?”

“I suppose.”

The two sat in silence for several minutes.

“Are you going to the dance tonight?” Hartley asked, off-hand.

“Yes,” J’hana said.

“Me too,” Hartley said.

“I am going…stag,” J’hana said.

“Me too,” Hartley said. “There certainly seems to be a lack of acceptable mates among the men on this ship.”

“Indeed,” J’hana said, surveying the room.



“Dashing through the snow, on a one horse open sleigh…merrily we go, laughing all the way…ha ha ha! Bells on something ring, what a something something thing! Something something, sommmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmme thing! Merrily all the way!”

Peterman sang off-key as she danced about Cargo Bay Four, tossing up tinsel by the armload, hanging it off the bulkhead rafters as she danced.

“If I ordered you to stop singing, would you?” a voice called from the doorway.

Peterman turned, shocked to see Conway standing there. “Commander! I didn’t hear you come in.”

“I was just heading off-shift. I wanted to see if you were really going through with this.”

“I sure am! Nineteen hundred on the dot. Don’t be late.”

“I’m not coming,” Conway said, sipping his coffee. “Lots of crew reports to file tonight.”

“What? Don’t be silly, commander. The reports can wait. Is somebody at Starfleet going to punish you if they’re not submitted on time?”

“Some of us are still interested in operating this ship like something resembling a professional Federation starship.”

“Huh,” Peterman said, continuing to hang tinsel. “Well, I assure you, you’re in the minority.”

“All the more reason to work hard at it,” Conway said. “Try not to make too much noise. There are science labs on either side of you and they’re doing subspace scans tonight to monitor the quantum slipstream we discovered today.”

“No they’re not. Andy gave them the night off.”

“Andy?”

“I mean, Captain Baxter, that is.”

“Right. Well, isn’t that just like him. Hell with it. Who cares? I’m off-shift, anyway.” Conway turned and headed out of the cargo bay. “Happy frigging holidays, Counselor.”

“You too,” Peterman muttered, shaking her head. Some people just didn’t have the holiday spirit.



“Now, gently, twirl me,” Larkin instructed stiffly, as Baxter moved her in tune to the music.

“Twirling in five, four, three, two…and twirl!” Baxter announced, giving Larkin a gentle spin, holding her hand as she whirled away from him. He closed his eyes, tapping his foot to the music, enjoying this feeling of expressing himself through movement. He’d never done that before, never felt so free, so…wow Larkin’s arm felt a lot lighter all of a sudden.

He opened his eyes to see he was now holding just Larkin’s arm, and that the rest of the android was laying on the ground, looking rather put out.

“That happens to me from time to time,” Larkin said. “Hopefully the same will not happen to Counselor Peterman.”

“Yeah, hopefully,” Baxter said, helping Larkin to her feet. “Maybe we should stop here. I feel like I know a few moves, and you’re obviously…” He looked at her arm that still dangled in his hand. “Shorthanded….”

“I do not understand puns,” Larkin said, and took the arm from Baxter. “If you will excuse me, I must report to engineering to be…”

“Re-armed?”

“I will see you at the dance, sir. Good luck.”

“You too, Lieutenant! Oh, I forgot to ask…do you have a date?”

“I do not understand dating. So, no.”

“Huh. Pity,” Baxter said as he watched Larkin go. “Computer…something with a funkier beat. I want to practice shaking my butt like it owes me money.”

“Warning…holodeck safeties must be engaged for this sequence,” the computer intoned.

“They’d better be!” Baxter said, as a rousing techno-hop song came blasting over the speakers.



“Come,” Richards said, looking up from his desk in engineering.

Larkin stood in the doorway to Richards’s cramped office. “Commander. I hate to trouble you; however…” She held up her detached arm.

“Oh, man,” Richards said, waving Larkin in. “Again?”

“Affirmative. It happened while I was trying to teach Captain Baxter to dance.”

“You were trying to teach Captain Baxter to dance?”

“It was an order.”

“Poor thing,” Richards said, moving to his desk drawer to get a phase coupler. “How’d it go?”

“It is difficult to predict how he will fare just based on today’s lesson. However, were I given to wagers, I would say that the results will be nothing short of catastrophic.”

“That’s unfortunate.”

“Perhaps the captain will do something to endear himself to Counselor Peterman that does not require agility, coordination, stamina, or grace.”

“He’ll be fine, once he gets his head out of his ass,” Richards said, examining Larkin’s arm and its socket.

“Commander?”

“I’ve known Andy since our early days on the Aquarius, when we were still fresh from the academy.”

“And?”

“And he’s got his head up his ass, more times than not. But he always seems to pull it out just in time.”

“That seems impossible.”

Richards sighed as he pressed Larkin’s arm back onto her shoulder and began welding it back on with the phase coupler. “Not literally, Larkin. I mean, he just doesn’t notice what’s going on around him. And he operates that way…pretty much all the time. But just when you’re ready to write him off, he does something that makes you think, maybe he knows what he’s doing, after all.”

“That supposition would run contrary to our empirical data.”

“Well, that supposition is why I’m friends with the guy. Despite the given circumstances, I believe in him.”

“Those with emotions might consider that sweet,” Larkin observed.

“Maybe. But then again, humans are all unpredictable. That’s what makes us all so damn fascinating. You don’t know what we’ll do next.”

“If you say so, sir.”

“Well,” Richards said, patting Larkin on the arm. “You’re good as new. See you at the dance tonight?”

“Indeed. I look forward to it.”

“Really?”

“No. I have no emotions. I was just saying that to be nice.”



“So, Counselor, I was thinking, if you weren’t too busy tonight…what am I saying, you will be busy, you’re planning the dance. I mean…but still, you need a date, right? Everybody needs a date. Well, maybe not needs. But wants. You want a date right? You date men, don’t you? Not that it would be a problem if you didn’t. It would just be a problem for me. Not a big problem, but, well…shit.”

Baxter shook his head. No, for certain, that wasn’t the right tack. He looked at himself in the mirror in his quarters. “Look, Kelly, you’re good looking, and I’m good looking. Let’s make babies together.”

No, not right either.

He stared at himself again. “You are good looking, Andy Baxter. You’re a tiger. Rawr. The ladies adore you. The men want to be just like you. They…” His shoulders fell and he deflated a bit. “Oh, who the hell am I kidding?”

He walked over to his couch and flopped down. “I’ll never pull it off. I wouldn’t even be able to ask Kelly out if she stepped right in and…”

His door chime suddenly beeped.

“Come?” Baxter asked meekly.

The doors to his cabin slid open and Counselor Peterman stepped in, hair tousled and face damp with perspiration. “I’m done! It took three ensigns from ship’s services and me, but we did it up right. The cargo bay looks beautiful!”

“It does?”

“Yes, and now I’m exhausted,” Peterman said, and flopped down in the chair adjacent to Baxter. “I need a nice, long, hot shower. You know?”

Baxter tugged a bit at his collar. “Yeah, I know.”

“Well,” she slapped her thighs. “No sense dawdling. I still have to pick out a great outfit.”

“Yes. Great outfit.”

“Do you have your dress uniform?”

“It’s in there somewhere…” Baxter said, glancing back at the crate he still hadn’t fully unpacked.

“Good. I bet you’ll look handsome in it.”

“You think?”

“Well, everyone does. It’s a sharp uniform.” She sighed. “Okay, off to the clothes replicator.” She headed for the door, then stopped and looked back. “Oh, Captain. Are you bringing anyone tonight?”

“Bringing? To the dance? Uh, me? No!”

“Good. I thought it would be nice if we went together, showing solidarity, you know…as the only two people who are actually excited about the holidays, and all.”

“You think?”

Peterman nodded. “I believe it would be good for morale, if we showed a united front, Captain.”

“I couldn’t agree more, Counselor,” Baxter said with a gaping smile.

“Great. Pick me up in an hour?”

“Yeah. Yeah. Pick you up,” Baxter said, and stared as Peterman left and his doors closed. “Pick her up! I’m picking her up! She’s going with me! I’ve got a date! Kelly Peterman is my date!”

Baxter smiled to himself and dashed over to his crate, rifling through its contents to find the dress uniform he knew was buried somewhere deep inside.

He’d look great tonight. He’d feel great tonight. Tonight, he’d sweep Kelly Peterman off her feet.

Nothing could get in his way.



“That’s odd,” Ensign Fresca said, looking up from the helm as the Aerostar sailed through space at warp.

“What’s odd?” Lt. Gellar asked from the command chair.

“Oh, nothing. Just a strange subspace reading. I’m sure if it was something important, Lieutenant Larkin or the science labs would have picked it up by now.”

“You’re probably right,” Gellar agreed.

“You pissed about having to work the night of the party?” Fresca asked.

“Yeah,” Gellar said, staring around the empty bridge.

“Me too.”

“Want to put the ship on auto-pilot and head down there?”

“Can we really do that?”

“Sure, for an hour or so. Can’t hurt, right?”



“It itches,” Baxter said, fiddling with his dress uniform.

“It’ll be fine,” Peterman said. “Just stop thinking about it. We’re almost there!”

“I’m giddy,” Baxter said, feeling a tad sweaty and uncomfortable.

They soon reached the double doors to Cargo Bay four, and Peterman patted Baxter on the back. “You’re going to be so proud of me, Captain!”

“Please, uh, call me Andy,” Baxter said, pulling at his collar, as the door hushed open, revealing a veritable winter wonderland.

Baxter stepped in, looking about, as “All I Want for Christmas,” played in the background. “Where’d you get all this snow?”

“It’s fake snow. The replicators have been churning it out all afternoon.

Baxter reached down and felt it. “It’s cold and wet. Are you sure we don’t have any components in here that could be damaged?”

“I don’t know,” Peterman said, taking Baxter’s hand and dragging him further into the bay. “C’mon, enjoy the party!”

There were only a few officers there at present, standing off to one corner. Baxter could sense everyone was still bummed about being stuck in the Delta Quadrant, and he couldn’t really blame them. He hoped this small gesture would lighten their mood, but by the looks of it, the returns weren’t so great, so far.

“This is gorgeous!” Doctor Browning called from the other side of the bay, coming in with Richards fast on her heels. She wore a long sequined, white dress and Richards, too, was in his dress uniform. “Where’s the food table?”

Peterman pointed. “Just to starboard, Doctor Browning.” She smiled. “People are coming. They’re actually coming!”

“I had no doubt,” Baxter said, even though he did. He glanced over at Lieutenants J’hana and Tilleran, who stood stiffly beside a large, ornate and glowing Christmas tree. “J’hana, Tilleran,” he said with a nod.

“I am only here because I like nog,” J’hana said flatly.

“I thrive on negative emotions,” Tilleran said.

“Fascinating,” J’hana said, giving a glance to Tilleran.

Baxter smiled wanly at the pair and turned, to find Lt. Larkin stepping up from the other side of him. “Captain, are you ready to initiate mating a human mating ritual with Counselor Peterman?”

“Mating ritual?” Peterman said, turning from behind Baxter.

“Nothing, just a, something about Larkin being a dumb robot who doesn’t understand human emotions and wants to be more like us,” Baxter said, bodily turning Larkin to face the other direction. “Right, Lieutenant?”

“On the contrary, sir, I have no desire whatsoever to become more human. I find the concept of humanity somewhat laughable, if you do not mind me saying so.”

“I really don’t. But how about you go stand over there?”

“As you wish. Enjoy the dance, sir.”

“Right, right,” Baxter said, and turned to face a giddy Peterman. More people were entering the Cargo Bay and, more and more, Baxter felt like this dance might be a success after all.

“Things are going great,” Peterman said.

“Yeah, people really seem to be enjoying themselves.” Baxter glanced over to the bar, where Ensign Ford was casually approaching Ensign Hill.

“Hello, Ensign. Have you driven a Ford lately?”

The ensign smiled casually. “Well, in the spirit of Christmas, I suppose…”

“Yes!”

“…that you can kiss my ass!” she swung her heavy mug of nog across Ford’s jaw, knocking him down.

“Thanks,” Ford murmurred, lying on the deck. “Please just leave me lying here till the next cute girl walks up.”

Peterman took that scene in, then turned to Baxter without missing a beat. “Do you want to dance?”

“Um, already?” Baxter said, a little nervous. “Shouldn’t we wait for more people to show up? There’s nobody else on the dance floor.”

“Somebody’s got to get it started.” Peterman dragged Baxter to the wreath and glitter-strewn dance floor in the middle of the room. “Computer, play Holly Jolly Christmas Funk!”

“What is that?”

“Something I mixed from some computer files, in my spare time,” Peterman said idly, grabbing Baxter’s hand and twirling him.

“Ahhhhhh!” Baxter cried as he was spinned across the dance floor. “Stop me!”

“Oh, don’t be such a baby, sir!” Peterman said, and grabbed both Baxter’s hands, tossing him around like a rag doll as a mixed melody of Christmas tunes and fast, synthetic drumbeats boomed in the cargo bay.



Lt. Megan Hartley and Mr. Mirk approached the cargo bay from opposite ends of the corridor.

“Going in?” Hartley asked.

“I thought I’d check it out,” Mirk said. “You know, in the interest of being neighborly.”

“You don’t feel like it’s competing too much with your bar, do you?”

“Directors, no. I wouldn’t dream of competing with Counselor Peterman in any way,” Mirk said. “Maloxians, above all things, really just enjoy a well-planned party.”

“Well, that’s one thing our races have in common,” Hartley said, and stepped toward the cargo bay doors. As they open, she gestured for Mirk to step in front of her. “After you.”

“Why thank you, Lieutenant!”



Browning and Richards soon joined Peterman and Baxter on the dance floor, after the former had loaded up her plate with roast beef and turkey, topped with mashed potatoes and cranberry sauce.

“Gerrgnnn ferrfn!” Browning said through a mouthful of potatoes as Richards whirled her.

“Thanks, I think the food turned out great too!” Peterman said as she continued to dance with Baxter, shaking her arms and legs. “It’s catered by a guy named Briggs who works down in ship’s services. He seems like a nice fellow. And apparently he does hair too! Look at these fabulous fronds he created!” She patted her flowing black locks, and Browning gave her the thumbs up.

Baxter, meanwhle, being spun at the tip of Peterman’s finger, whirled dizzily. “Counselor, you are amazingly dexterous.”

“It’s what happens when you grow up riding horses and chasing down gazelles!” Peterman explained, tipping Baxter.

“Isn’t the man supposed to lead?” Baxter asked, gulping as Peterman dipped him to the floor.

“He can,” Peterman said, pulling Baxter back up and spinning him again. “But nothing’s written in stone, eh?”

“Yeah,” Baxter gulped, wondering if it was his imagination, or was the deck actually tumbling beneath him?

And then the deck actually tumbled beneath him.



Commander Conway walked up to the bay doors, and stared at them. He gave a look down either side of the corridor. All was clear, nobody coming either way. He could still walk away, and be done with it.

Stupid Peterman. Trying to boost crew morale by throwing a party.

It was non-Starfleet. It was typically…fluffy…of her. It was, without a doubt, not Dave Conway’s kind of scene.

Still, he stepped toward the door, hesitantly.

And fell on his ass as the deck pitched out from under him.



The cargo bay shook violently, and all around them, the partygoers heard the sound of sparks and rending metal.

“What’s happening?” Baxter asked as he pitched to the deck, filled with a mix of vertigo and nausea, mostly from the dancing.

“Some kind of warp field inversion is my guess!” Richards called from the other side of the dance floor, cradling Browning, who had a plate of turkey and potatoes smushed against her chest.

Lt. Larkin was hanging on to the nearby docking console and tapping at it quickly. Her fingers moved faster than any human fingers could possibly move. “I believe I have our answer!” she called out. “We were hit amidships by another quantum slipstream!”

“Another one?” Richards called out, through the din as the Aerostar pitched again.

“Affirmative. We have been forcefully knocked out of warp by the slipstream. Shields and structural integrity fields are damaged. The engine core is nearing critical due to a plasma feedback in the inverter coils, and we have several minor breaches forming along the outer hull.”

“I’ve got to get down to engineering,” Richards said, moving toward the cargo bay doors.

“We’ve got to get to the bridge,” Baxter said, motioning to Tilleran and J’hana, who more than happily took off toward the bay doors.

“But what about my party?” Peterman called out above the crew’s collective panic.

“It’ll have to be postponed,” Baxter shrugged, heading for the door.

“But I worked really hard on it!”

Baxter sighed, and turned to face Peterman. “I know, Kelly. But sometimes you just have to…”

“Sir!” Larkin called out. “A hull breach has opened up adjacent to this deck, and it is spreading to the cargo bay hatch assembly. I am attempting to reroute power to the structural integrity field and….”

“Too late!” Richards cried out pointing to the cargo bay hatch, which started to grind and yawn. “Everyone grab on to something!”

Baxter raced back to where Peterman was standing, and unceremoniously slung an arm around her waist, slamming her backwards to the nearest bulkhead and wrapping an arm around a nearby ladder. “Hold tight, Counselor!”

Richards scooped Browning up and raced toward the console where Richards was standing.

Larkin reached a hand out to Richards, and he grabbed it, just as the cargo bay hatch blew open, sucking air out of the bay.

“Betazoid!” J’hana growled, leaping onto Tilleran and slamming her to the floor.

“There’s nothing to hold on to!” Tilleran cried, fingers scrabbling at the floor.

“That is where you are wrong,” J’hana said, and dug her fingers into the metal flooring, peeling at it until it bent and flexed, wrapping her fingers around it. “Hold on to me, Betazoid.”

“I have a name, you know.”

“That’s irrelevant at the moment.”

Lt. Hartley had been by the food table when the door blew, and caught totally off-guard. As the bay decompressed, she flew backwards, arms pinwheeling, right out the door into space.

“This is why I hang out near the bar,” Ford moaned, holding on to the bar console with all his might, hoping against hope that it was somehow attached to the deck. “Ladies, ladies!” he called out, as crewmembers sailed past him toward the door, rolling along the deck. “Grab on to a part of me while you’re flying by, any part!”

“Recompress the bay,” Richards said hoarsely as the air was sucked out of the room, gulping for air and holding onto Browning for dear might.

Larkin’s fingers played across the docking console as she held Richards with her free hand. If this experience unnerved her, she didn’t show it.

Then again, when the hand holding on to Richards, and the arm it was attached to, came out of its socket and broke off, she did register mild surprise.

Richards and Browning tumbled across the deck toward the bay door.

Larkin tapped harder at the controls, trying to get the structural field back up.

Baxter, meanwhile, grunted as the air stopped flying out of the bay, and everyone fell back to the floor.

He turned just in time to see Mirk leap into the air and sail through the cargo bay and out the door.

He tried to call out “Mirk!” but realized he couldn’t, as the room was devoid of air. All he could do was gulp and gasp.

Browning and Richards, meanwhile, had been sucked right to the edge of the bay door, Browning dangling by Richards’s hand, out in space, her legs drifting.

With all his might, Richards dragged Browning back over him and onto the bay floor.

Browning, likewise, pulled Richards up to his knees, and they both collapsed to the deck, breathless.

Larkin’s eyes darted to and fro as she tapped at her console. She looked up to see Mirk fly back in, Hartley in his arms, and touch down on the cargo bay floor, gasping for air.

She pressed a final control, and the SIF crackled back to life. She punched additional controls and oxygen wheezed back into the bay.

Baxter looked up, realizing he had nearly crushed Peterman under him. “Um, are you all right, Counselor?”

“Yes,” Peterman said, pushing her hair back behind her ears. “I’ll…” she coughed. “Be fine. But my party’s ruined.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, watching as the inner doors opened and Commander Conway and a team of medics rushed in.

“Assess everyone and get any criticals to Sickbay immediately,” Conway ordered and walked over to Baxter. “You better be glad I was walking by when I was, Captain.”

“Yeah, guess you ended up stopping by our party after all,” Baxter said, as Conway helped him to his feet.

“Don’t remind me,” Conway said, looking around disdainfully. “The room isn’t even decorated. What a disappointment.”

“Oh….they were all sucked out of the ship….auughhhhhhg!” Peterman wailed, burying her face in Baxter’s shoulder.

“Nice, Commander, real nice,” Baxter said, then passed out.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51437.2. It’s Christmas morning. Ho ho ho.

After an emergency spackling job on the micro breaches, and a big-time paste up of the, um, macro breach near the cargo bay, life is slowly returning to normal on the Aerostar.

I’m pleased to report that there were no casualties from the accident, other than Counselor Peterman’s Christmas party and all her decorations.



“I don’t understand why I had to get up at this ungodly hour just to take another look at the cargo bay, Captain,” Peterman said, stretching and yawning as she zipped her uniform tunic. “I was hoping to sleep in this morning.”

“I understand, Counselor. But the engineers are asking for some eyewitness accounts of the breach. To, uh, prevent further breaches.”

“Richards and Larkin were there. Hartley too. Any of them could give a better account of what happened than I can.”

“Well, we just want to be thorough,” Baxter said, and stepped up to the bay doors. “This will just take a moment. Then you can go back to sleep.”

“Fine,” Peterman said with a sigh, as Baxter pressed a control.

The doors opened up, to reveal a glimmering Christmas tree, jingling music, voluminous strands of twinking lights, mounds of presents, and a horde of Aerostar crewmembers, gathered around the tree, laughing and talking.

“Merry Christmas, Counselor,” Baxter said softly, and gestured Peterman into the bay.

“But…how…”

“Jolly Saint Nick, and a few of his elves,” Baxter said mysteriously, and cast Richards a thankful glance as they approached the center of the crowd, where crew were busily unwrapping presents and drinking nog.

“…but I love my current cologne. Why would someone get me a different brand when Grenthalman Water Hopper has been so good to me over the years?” Ford asked, holding up the bottle of Starfleet Red with scrutiny.

“Knives!” J’hana said excitedly, holding up a case of razorsharp, collectible Klingon battle blades. “Who knew?”

“It helps when you’re able to read minds,” Tilleran said with a polite nod.

“Coffee,” Conway said, sitting the big red sack down on the deck next to him. “Great, because I don’t already have a ton of it.”

“Are you always going to be a hard ass, even on Christmas morning?” Dr. Browning asked gently.

“Whatever.”

Browning smiled. “You know, Commander, those aren’t just any coffee grounds. They’re a rare, ancient blend from Beanus that I’ve been holding on to for a special occasion.”

“They are?”

“You can’t get them anywhere else but Beanus. And, come to think of it, you can’t get them there anymore, either. Cause there they are…” She pointed at the red sack. “All yours.”

“Doctor,” Conway said. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Don’t say anything. That’s the best gift you could give me,” Browning smiled, and turned back to Richards, who’d just opened up a complete billiards set.

“Pool? I’ve never played before…” he said, studying the woodwork on one of the cues.

“Maybe we should start….” Baxter called over to him, sitting down next to Peterman.

On the other side of the group, Hartley was sitting beside Mirk. “You saved my life, you know.”

“I also got you a sweater,” Mirk said, pointing at the gift in Hartley’s lap.

“Nice,” Hartley said, staring skeptically at the gift. “You’re a good kid, you know that?”

“Kid?” Mirk gaped, and reached for a gift of his own.

“Who got me the stuffed panda?” Larkin called out from the other side of the cargo bay, waving a fluffy, stuffed panda. “I clearly wrote ‘penguin’ on my Christmas list. Everyone knows I like penguins, NOT pandas! They are not even in the same genus!”

Conway looked around the crowded cargo bay in consternation. “So did anyone find out how we hit that slipstream again?”

Gellar and Fresca exchanged guilty glances. “I’m sure it doesn’t matter!” Gellar replied.

“Yes. Let’s just have fun and enjoy the holiday!” Fresca said quickly.

Peterman looked around the room, taking a deep breath. “Captain…Andy….this was very thoughtful of you.”

“I had help,” Baxter shrugged, smiling as he watched his crew, at least for the moment, laugh and enjoy each other’s company.

“Do you see it? They’re actually happy,” Peterman whispered to Baxter. “We did it.”

“Yes,” Baxter said. “For the moment, we’ve staved off disaster, and found a reason to be happy.”

“No small miracle,” Peterman said. “We should be thankful.”

“Isn’t that another holiday?”

“You know, Captain, let’s not worry about it. Let’s just enjoy today.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Baxter said, and looked around the room at his gathered crew. “All of you, eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we may all have to diet!”

“Merry Christmas to all,” Peterman said.

Baxter looked back at Peterman, and smiled. “And to all a good night.”



THE END.



HAPPY HOLIDAYS, TO ALL! SEE YOU IN 2008…



Anthony




Learning Curve, Part One



Captain Andy Baxter surveyed the readout on his screen, cursing to himself. He looked back down at the panel, and studied his options. His next move could define much of his future, his family’s future. The Explorer’s future.

Baxter stepped out, and spoke in an authoritative voice:

“Are you sure this is the only class that’s open?”

Heidi Broomfield, Starfleet Academy Registration Assistant, octogenarians, and cat-lover, looked up at Baxter with barely masked disdain. “Is it the only one on the screen, Mister Baxter?”

“Captain Baxter, thanks,” he corrected. “I know I look young, but trust me, I’m a captain. See the pips?”

“I say, is it the only one on the screen, boy?”

Baxter narrowed his eyes. “Yes. Definitely the only one. But see, it’s at oh-eight-hundred. And I’m not really a morning person. A ten- hundred would be great.”

“Ten-hundred’s closed. Got oh-eight-hundred. If you’re not interested, you got plenty of cadets behind you who’d love to take your spot.”

“Well, now…” Baxter glanced at the woman’s nametag, and briefly wondered why ship-faring Starfleet officers didn’t wear them. It would help him a lot during those times he forgot an officers name, which was more often than he cared to admit. “…Heidi, I don’t want to get in a whole thing with you. But I’m not asking for any special treatment here.”

“Says on your profile here that you’re being assigned a re-take of Command Decisions Oh-one-hundred-one, for gross misconduct and insubordination.”

Baxter shrugged. “Jeeze. It sounds so much worse when you add the ‘gross’ part. Do you really have to call it gross?”

“Next!” Heidi shouted to the female cadet standing behind Baxter

He held up his hands. “Wait. Wait. I’ll take it. You drive a hard bargain, Heidi.”

“You’re registered. Now get outta my line.”

“Heidi, I love you. You’re my girl!” Baxter called out, as he jogged off. He got about halfway across the quad when he realized what had just transpired.

“I’m back in school,” he muttered to himself. “God damn it.”



Captain’s Personal Log,

Stardate 58011.6. The last day before classes goes by so quickly. Tomorrow I start the first day of a six-week crash course on command. I suppose I was lucky that Starfleet let me plea-bargain down to the accelerated class, or I would have spent all semester studying. As it is, I had to leave Commander Richards in charge of the Explorer, which is never a good thing to do for every long. Invariably, whenever I come back, people are always so laid back and…detached. And they look at me funny if I give them orders, like they’re not used to getting orders. Sometimes…just sometimes…I actually miss Dave Conway.

Anyway, it’s been more than three months since anything exciting has happened. Well, scratch that. The exciting things that happened three months ago never actually happened, according to Starfleet records. Nobody tried to destroy the universe, or stole a Section Thirty-One vessel. Nobody almost became a god. Nobody was exiled in order to avoid being hunted down by the same Section Thirty-One. And, quite certainly, nobody went rogue for six months and disobeyed countless Starfleet orders, resulting in a forced re-take of Command Decisions One-oh-one.

No, none of that happened.

I’m just back in school. God damn it.



“That’s it, Steffie! There you go, baby. Don’t look at me. Look at the goal. Drive, drive. Score, score!”

Captain Baxter walked up behind Counselor Kelly Peterman and glanced down at her. She was squatting on the soccer field sideline, hair falling in her face, a leash gripped in each hand as Boomer and Starbuck, her two pomeranians, bounded around beside her. “Kelly, what are you doing?”

“Coaching our daughter.”

Baxter looked out over the soccer field as a horde of toddlers drove to the goal, trailing a giggling Steffie as she kicked the ball home.

Peterman, for her part, was in a crouch, one hand planted on the ground, hair draped in her face, which glistened slightly from mid-day perspiration. “You’re back early.”

“I realized I don’t start class till tomorrow, and I’m not hanging around Starfleet Academy any longer than I have to.”

“I thought you were going to check in with some of your old professors.”

Baxter winced as Steffie was tackled out of bounds by a burly four- year old. “Penalty! Ref! That’s a penalty, damn it!” He looked down at Peterman. “Dear, why is our daughter playing soccer?”

“Huh?” Peterman asked, glancing over her shoulder.

“I said, Tom Landry, why is our daughter playing soccer? Let me rephrase that. Why is our two year old daughter playing soccer?”

Peterman stood up, hands on her hips, shouting. “Block her! Knock her down, Steffie! Do it for Mommy!”

“Why are you insane all of a sudden? Did you inhale some kind of gas? Is Earth passing through an anomaly of some kind?” He looked around at the gathered parents, coaches, and staff at the youth soccer meet. “Or are we in an alternate universe.” He stopped a referee walking by. “Excuse me, sir. Are we in an alternate universe?”

“If you don’t like my calls, keep your mouth shut!” the ref snapped, and headed back onto the field.

Baxter stood there, blinking. “Honey?”

Peterman turned to Baxter, blowing out an exasperated breath. “Steffie needs to work on her socialization. Do you know she hasn’t been talking to her classmates the last few weeks of pre-school? And last week, she belted Chrissy Harkins in the face with modeling clay. Of course, the bitch had it coming to her. The word among the other parents is that Chrissy Harkins has a major attitude.”

“Chrissy Harkins is three, right?”

“Yeah, but she’s cagey.”

“So you’re teaching our daughter socialization skills by having her beat up other little girls?”

“No. She’s competing. You should like this. You like sports.”

“I like football. If you’ve got to have her play a sport, why not football?”

“That’s ludicrous. She’s not even three yet.”

“But it’s the same thing! It’s a violent contact sport!” Baxter glanced onto the field. “And she just kneed that girl in the stomach.”

“No, baby!” Peterman called out onto the field. “No knees to the midsection. That’s a free kick, and you’re already two points down!”

“You’re scaring me, honey,” Baxter said. “I feel like the reasonable one right now, and that just can’t happen.”

“Look, it’s no big deal,” Peterman said, grabbing a bottle of GornAde off the ground and chugging it. She wiped her mouth. “This year in pre-school, Steffie will be starting logarithms and algebraic functions. Kids are learning faster in this century than ever before. Why not add soccer to the mix?”

A passing vendor handed Baxter a free program, and he quickly skimmed the text. “Because, according to this, little Kimmy Dershowitz has a sprained MCL and will miss six to eight weeks!”

“She’ll live. She was faking to get out of practice anyway. She’s a big baby.”

“Most of these kids were babies like four months ago!”

“Well, everybody’s got to grow up,” Peterman said, as a horn sounded, signaling the game was over. “Speaking of which, your daughter will now have to cope with the fact that she lsot. Are you happy? Your daughter’s a loser.”

Baxter smiled weakly as Steffie jogged toward him, her face grassy and damp. “Continuing a longstanding Baxter tradition.”

Steffie leapt into Baxter’s arms and hugged him tightly. “Help Daddy!” she cried.

“Yeah, okay. Let’s head home.”

“Do you have school tomorrow?”

Baxter sighed. “I so wish you were talking to Steffie and not me.” he tapped his combadge. “Baxter to Escort. Three to beam back to the house.”



“Well, it was a good idea bringing the Escort,” Peterman said, as Baxter and Steffie sat at the dinner table, and she adjusted the controls on the replicator in the kitchen of Baxter’s ancestral home in eastern Maryland.

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “Oh, by the way. I got another nasty comm from the neighbors this morning. They say one wing is encroaching on their lawn.”

Peterman glanced out the kitchen window, where in the dusk night, the Peregrine-class scout ship’s running lights blinked innocently. She was parked in an open field next to Baxter’s house, wings up in landing position. “We could always return it to orbit.”

“Nah. I’ve got some stuff in there, and I don’t feel like beaming back and forth to get it.”

“Why don’t you just move the stuff in here?” Peterman asked, bringing steaming plates of spaghetti out and setting one each in front of Baxter and Steffie.

“Eh,” Baxter shrugged, glancing over the padd in front of him, at the daily news headlines from AWN Digest. “Hey, hon. The Explorer’s in the news.”

Peterman took her own plate out of the replicator, along with a drink, and sat down beside Baxter, glancing over his shoulder. “Oh no. It blew up, didn’t it?”

“No. What? No, it didn’t blow up.” Baxter cocked his head. “It says here that Joan Redding will be making a special trip to the Explorer later this week to interview a member of the command staff for a special segment on AWN’s popular morning news show, ‘Wake up, Starfleet!’”

“What’s the segment about?”

“They don’t say, but they’re hinting that she’s going to ask some questions about our role in President Dillon’s jaunt to the past, which they’re dubbing ‘timegate.’” He shook his head. “Ugh. Timegate. What a dumb name.”

“Are they still poking that dead horse?” Peterman muttered, watching Steffie eat. “No. Veggies first, baby.”

“It appears that Redding has a hot lead that may reveal secret motives behind President Dillon’s time-travel fiasco.”

“Why is it never President Dillon and the Explorer Folks’ time- travel fiasco?” Peterman wondered aloud. “For better or worse, we could use the galactic PR.”

“This isn’t good,” Baxter said. “I wonder who agreed to this.”

Peterman shrugged. “Who do you think?”

“I’ve got to make a comm,” Baxter said, and stood. “And no, I’m not finishing my veggies.”

“I wasn’t going to ask,” Peterman said, and scooped the steamed broccoli off Baxter’s plate, sliding it onto Steffie’s. “Just more for us aspiring atheletes, right sweetie?”

“No pushups!” Steffie cried out.

“I’ll be on my little ship,” Baxter said, glancing worriedly at Peterman, then dashing out the back door.



“I know the whole chain of command thing has always been sort of a myth on the Explorer, but this is ridiculous. Remember the last time a reporter came on our ship? Alvin Ficker nearly ruined us!”

“Joan Redding is no Alvin Ficker,” Richards said, easing back in his chair and staring at the monitor. “At least, she doesn’t look like him. Anyway, it’s just a quick interview. She’ll be here and gone, just like that.”

Baxter’s eyes widened. “Chris, are you sitting in my readyroom?”

Richards glanced around. “Well, yeah.”

“Why?”

“Because you commed and insisted on speaking to me privately.”

“That’s what the observation lounge is for!”

Richards leaned forward. “It’s booked for Ensign Sefelt’s birthday party this evening.”

“It’s Howie’s birthday?”

“Yes. He’s twenty-nine. Don’t even get me started on his fear of turning thirty.”

The anger seemed to drain from Baxter’s face. “Can you sign the card for me?”

“I suppose,” Richards said. “If you can tell me why you’re so on-edge.”

“Tomorrow’s my first day of school.”

“Oh,” Richards said, and tried to stifle a laugh. “That can be…trying.”

“Do NOT start with me, Chris.”

“I said nothing.”

“It was all in your smirk.”

“I think it’s wonderful. You’re going to learn so much. Who knows, you might even make the Commandant’s List!”

“CHRIS!”

“Just remember to get there early. You want a seat in the front row. That’s where all the really good students are.”

Baxter gritted his teeth and pressed a control, closing the channel.

“Front row,” Richards chuckled, and stepped out from around Baxter’s desk, heading out onto the Explorer’s bridge.

“Commander,” J’hana nodded curtly, rising from the command chair.

“Lieutenant,” Richards replied, and stepped up to the chair as J’hana ducked back behind her console. “What’s our ETA at the rendez-vous with the AWN transport?”

“Ms. Redding’s transport will meet up with us in nine hours, twenty minutes, during the morning shift,” J’hana said, checking her readouts. “Would you like any special arrangements?”

“No,” Richards said. “I’ll just meet her in the transporter room. No reason to roll out the red carpet. She’s just a reporter.”

“Very good,” J’hana said, as the aft turbolift opened and the Delta Shift bridge crew filed out.

Richards eased out of the command chair and headed over to the forward turbolift, joined by Ensigns Ridley and Madera. J’hana and science officer Nash took the aft one. He inclined his head slightly at the Andorian as he ducked into the lift, and breathed a sigh of relief as the doors closed.

“Deck Ten,” Richards said quickly.

“Are you okay, Commander?” Madera asked as the turbolift wooshed toward its destination.

“Fine.”

“The look on your face seems familiar. I can’t quite place it.”

“No reason you should. My facial expression says nothing, Lieutenant.”

“Anybody feel like going to the Constellation Club for drinks before we head back for Howie’s surprise party?” Ridley asked.

“I’ll join you,” Madera said with a sprightly grin as the lift opened and she and Ridley poured out.

“No, really, I’d rather just hang out by myself,” Richards muttered, watching the pair walk away. Not that he needed to spend any time with Madera right now. One badly conceived relationship at a time.

Still, it would have been nice to have someone to talk to. Life on the Explorer was definitely not the same without his closest friends aboard. With Baxter and Peterman off on Earth, and Janice and Plato gallivanting around the Gamma Quadrant, a full month longer than anticipated, no less, Richards days had become increasingly lonesome.

As Richards headed down the corridor, he considered speaking with J’hana. A frank, reasonable conversation between colleagues. Clear the air, establish parameters and boundaries. He needed to establish a safe and nurturing environment. Maybe that would prevent all this awkwardness.

He mulled this as he approached a door and punched in a keycode. The door swished open and he stepped in.

The door closed and he was bathed in darkness. Moments later, it opened again, and J’hana leapt in, slamming him into the back wall of the janitor’s closet before he could make a sound, and before the door could fully close.

“J’hana, I, urk!” Richards coughed out as the Andorian climbed him.

“Shut up, human, and enjoy this!” she commanded, as the room seemed to shake, and buckets fell off their hangers.

“But what if someone actually needs this room, you know, for janitoring!”

“The janitor was brought into the security office for questioning. I planted some Borg technology in his quarters. We’ve got plenty of time.” Richards winced as he felt his uniform ripping, and bit back tears as he felt clawlike fingers rake his skin.

Richards bore down on a mop head to keep from screaming, even though he knew his screams would go unanswered. There had to be a better way.

Why did relationships have to be so painful?



“Good morning!” Dr. Janice Browning grinned as she stepped off the transporter padd, luggage in tow. She jogged up to Captain Sullivan and threw her arms around her. “I’m SO glad to see you! You’re the first solid person I’ve seen in weeks! Not that there’s anything wrong with Changelings, of course.”

Emily Sullivan grimaced. Why did Browning feel like their relationship was one that included hugging? She gently broke Browning’s grasp and stepped back. “We’re happy to help. And besides, we were in the neighborhood.” She glanced at the transporter pad. “Is your son coming up on the second transport?”

“He’ll be along in a few hours,” Browning said. “He stayed behind to finish up saying goodbyes, and all.”

“Hours?”

“Time passes differently in the Great Link, or so I hear,” Browning said with a shrug, then patted Sullivan’s back as they stepped out into the corridor. “And thank you for picking us up. It’s comforting to see a Starfleet ship after so much time away. Feels almost like home!”

Don’t get too comfy, Sullivan thought, but forced a smile. “Well, you’ll be back in the Alpha Quadrant in a couple days…”

“Yes. And what about the Orleans?”

“After we drop you and the others off at the rendez-vous, we’ll be heading out on a diplomatic mission to Leposia. Starfleet has extended our stay here for another three-month tour,” Sullivan said. “I guess it means we’re doing something right.”

Browning shrugged. “The bar was set pretty low. We got dragged into a Changeling revolt and killed a Weyoun. Captain Conley blew up a star system. And I think Captain Baxter’s mom accidentally gave warp drive to an iron-age species, or something.”

“We all have our…different styles…” Sullivan said politely, holding back an onslaught of sarcastic remarks…something she’d gotten rather good at during her tenure as captain. “Can I show you to your quarters?”

“No, don’t be silly. Ensign…”

“Ensign Coles, Doctor,” the slightly-built man replied.

“Ensign Coles here will show me the way.”

Sullivan nodded. “Suit yourself. Then I’ll head to the bridge and confirm our rendez-vous with the Dominion ship that’s headed to the Alpha Quadrant.”

“Yes. About time this exchange thing went both ways, eh?” Browning asked, gently elbowing Sullivan.

“Yeah, something like that…” Sullivan trailed off, then quickly headed off in the other direction.

“Nice lady,” Browning said to Ensign Coles.

“And fine-looking,” said the Ensign.

“What?” Browning asked.

“Nothing.”

Just then, a looming, scaly gray figure materialized in front of them and the Ensign shrieked, as he came face to face with a Jem’Hadar warrior.

“Doctor! I heard you were back on board,” Chaka’kan said. “I have a cheese and fruit basket for you back in my quarters,” he added with authority.

“AHHHH!” Ensign Coles screamed, dropping the luggage and running in the other direction.

“It is a very nice basket!” Chaka called after the ensign.

“Weird,” Browning said. “Haven’t you been on the ship for like three months?”

“Nearly,” Chaka said. “You would think the crew would get used to me. Perhaps if I walked around more.”

“Or if you stop using your camouflage field,” Browning suggested.

“I thought the camouflage would help. The Orleans crew has not adapted to me as well as the Explorer crew did.”

“Not everyone is as used to the weird and unusual,” Browning said. “Although I have to admit, I’m a little surprised you spent the whole trip on the Orleans.”

“I’ve been a great help to them, when called on. I have translated star maps, examined archaeological relics, and scouted ahead on a few landing parties.”

“But is that why you’re here?” Browning asked, as Chaka picked up her bags and accompanied her down the corridor. “To help Starfleet explore the Gamma Quadrant?”

“It seems to be a useful occupation,” Chaka said.

“But it’s not why you’re here!” Browning said. “If I recall, you wanted to get back to your Jem’Hadar roots. You wanted to spend some time with your peers, show them how much you’ve grown.”

“Yes. Well, that plan did not last long,” Chaka said. “I spoke to the Regional First, and he indicated that I would be a disruption to the units under his command.”

“That’s ridiculous. You’ve protected me and the others on the Explorer so many times. You’ve fought bravely. They should be proud of you, like we are!”

“I am also a babysitter,” Chaka said, his shoulders slumping. “And, to them, babysitting apparently is not life.”

“Well, what do they know,” Browning said angrily. “They’re idiots.”

“They are my bretheren,” Chaka said. “Whether they realize it or not is of no import to me. I have found other ways to make myself useful.”

“Well, I think it’s a darn shame,” Browning said.

“I prefer to look at it another way, Doctor. This trip has reaffirmed for me that I belong in the Alpha Quadrant, learning and growing, so I can demonstrate the value of Federation life to the Jem’Hadar back here.”

“Don’t they have a guy on Deep Space Nine who’s doing that?”

“Perhaps. But can he make s’mores?”

“I doubt it.”

“My point exactly. Now then, let us deliver your luggage!”



Captain Baxter dashed across the quad at Starfleet Academy, leaping a gardener and juking to narrowly avoid running into a crowd of Red Squad cadets. Best not to make them angry.

He turned toward the James T. Kirk Command Building and ducked inside.

“Anybody know where Kirk Three-oh-five is?” he asked breathlessly as he jogged down the hall. “Kirk Three-oh-five?”

“Third floor,” a small voice said behind him. “That’s what the three’s for.”

“Oh,” Baxter said, glancing back at the smaller boy in a cadet’s jumpsuit. “That makes sense.” He headed over to the nearest lift and the boy followed him, watching as he pressed the call button. “You going to the third floor too?”

The boy nodded.

Baxter stepped in, watching the boy, who just looked at him with wide eyes. “How rude of me. Captain Andy Baxter.” He reached out a hand. “And you are?”

“Ethan,” the boy said, reluctantly taking Baxter’s hand and shaking it. “Ethan Piper.”

“Nice to meet you, Cadet,” Baxter said, stepping out of the opening lift into the crowded corridor as students filed into their classes. “What class are you heading to?”

“Command Decisions One-oh-one.”

“Oh,” Baxter said. “You’re in my class, then.”

“I thought Professor Blot was teaching…”

Baxter chuckled. “No, no. I’m not teaching the class. I’m taking it.”

“But you’re a captain.”

“Yeah. That’s what I said. But there was some, uh, stuff that happened. And yeah, I’m taking the class. Wait…did you say Professor Blot?”

“Yes. Do you know him?”

“Shouldn’t he be dead by now?” Baxter rubbed his chin as the pair approached the door to the classroom. “Blot was like a hundred when I had him for Command Tactics Two-hundred. Which was …” He glanced at Piper. “Several years ago.”

“I’m sure he’ll be glad to see you again,” Piper said.

“Yeah we’ll see about that,” Baxter said, and opened the door, gesturing for Piper to walk in first.

Sure enough, at the front of the classroom stood Professor Blot, in his bloated, wrinkled, blue grandeur. The Bolian hadn’t changed a bit.

“Baxter!” Blot rattled. “Sit right at the front where I can see you. Don’t want you sneaking out and stealing a starship again.”

“Sir, I think Admiral Nechayev directed Academy staff not to talk about that,” Baxter said meekly, ducking into a seat in the first row. Piper sat down behind him.

“You telling me what I can and can’t talk about in my classroom?” Blot asked.

“No. Of course not. I just…”

“Shut up!” Blot shifted off the desk and ambled from left to right, in front of the class. “Now listen up, you wastes of water weight. This is Command Decisions One-oh-one. It’s what we call the ‘challenge’ section. It’s for the crud at the bottom of the ration pack. For the lowest of the low, the worst of the worst.” He stared at Baxter. “And all the more fitting that Andy Baxter should be at the head of your class.”

Piper raised a hand. “Sir, can I ask…?”

“Shut up, Piper! I’ve heard about you and I’m not interested in your excuses. Just listen, and maybe you’ll learn something.”

“Gee, this’ll be fun,” Baxter muttered, and eased back in his chair.



Richards gingerly lifted a forkful of scrambled eggs to his mouth. It hurt to move. He was always sore the morning after his encounters with J’hana, and yesterday’s was no exception.

All he wanted was a nice, quiet breakfast alone in Space Tastes before he had to meet Joan Redding at the transporter room.

“Want some company?”

Richards looked up and some eggs fell out of his mouth. “Mmph. Tilleran?”

Lt. Commander Tilleran sat down opposite Richards and held up her hand. “Imhala! Could I get a Spanish omelette?”

“You can get whatever the replicator has!” Imhala called back from the kitchen.

“Boy, I can’t wait until Janice comes back,” Tilleran muttered as a server poured coffee for her. “Hard to believe, but I actually miss real food.”

“Yeah,” Richards said, glancing at a crew report on his padd. “No kidding.”

“I suppose you really can’t wait, eh?” Tilleran asked as she sipped her coffee.

“Are you reading my mind again?”

“Just making small-talk, Commander. I know you and Doctor Browning have had some…history.”

“Well,” Richards said. “That’s sort of in the past, isn’t it?”

“Is it?”

“It would be much less confusing if it were,” Richards said, and blanched as he saw J’hana saunter in, flanked by Ensigns Albright and Keefler. A gregarious boss, she was known to take her top performing security officers out for breakfast once or twice a month to reward performance. Of course, she beat them mercifully during security drills, but that was just part of her charm, Richards thought.

“Boiling hot Fharvat, Imhala, and open up your blouse when you walk out here!” J”hana announced, as her and her officers sat down near Richards and Tilleran.

Tilleran averted her eyes. “Oooh. Awkward.”

“You’re telling me,” Richardosn said.

“What?” asked Tilleran.

Richards looked down at his breakfast. “Nothing.”

Tilleran stared at him, narrowing her eyes.

Richards stared at his eggs, trying desperately to think of his breakfast and nothing else. Eggs. Eggs. Eggs. Sex with J’hana and a side of eggs.

“Commander!” Tilleran exclaimed.

“What?” Richards asked innocently. “Stop probing my brain! You’ll find nothing there.”

Tilleran folded her arms. “You don’t have to get defensive. You aren’t the first.”

“I…I’m not?”

“Of course not. Many a man on this ship has fantasized about J’hana. I’m used to it.”

“Of course you are.”

“Sure. It’s not unusual to fantasize about doing such things with J’hana.” Tilleran cocked her head. “Although they sure are realistic fantasies.”

Richards shrugged. “Um…I’m an artist. I have a great imagination.”

Tilleran nodded as Imhala dropped her plate off and then moved over to J’hana’s table. “Maybe I should go try to talk to her.”

“Have you guys talked at all since…?”

“The breakup? It’s okay, Commander. You can say breakup. And no, we haven’t talked since then, other than a few brief exchanges about work.”

“That’s harsh.”

“She’s a harsh woman.”

“Yeah, I know.” Richards nearly choked on his mouthful of eggs, once more. “I mean, I can imagine. You know, with my great imagination.”

“I don’t think I’ve got much of an appetite,” Tilleran said, and pushed out of her chair. “I’m sorry. I’ll, uh, just see you up on the bridge.”

“Sure,” Richards said, watching Tilleran leave. On her way out, the Betazoid inclined her head at J’hana, who merely growled low in response.

“All’s well on the good ship Explorer,” Richards said, and returned to his breakfast.



“Hi Professor Blot,” Captain Baxter said, walking behind the bulging Bolian just after class. “Just had a couple questions.”

“What,” he snapped.

“Well, for starters, why didn’t you call on me the whole class?”

“Because you had nothing important to contribute,” he said distractedly as he thumbed through padds at his desk.

“How do you know that? I had some very thought-provoking ideas on the Kevarian Gambit of 2305…”

“Maybe you did, but I didn’t want to hear it.”

“Can I ask why?”

Blot whirled. “Because you shouldn’t be here! And more importantly, I shouldn’t be here teaching you this class AGAIN! It’s ludicrous!”

“Starfleet was very specific in their ruling, Professor. They didn’t leave a lot of room for interpretation.”

“Admiral Nechayev’s an idiot. I’ve always thought so, and she knows it, and that’s one of many reasons why I’m here and not commanding a starship.”

“You’ve been teaching a lot longer than Nechayev’s been an Admiral, sir.”

“I have a lot more enemies at Command than just Nechayev. Including your father.”

Baxter gulped. “Well, I can’t do anything about that.”

“I always liked you a hell of a lot more than him, although that’s not to say I like you very much,” Blot said, looking Baxter up and down, squinting his beady blue eyes. “All the more reason I can’t fathom what’s brought you here.”

“I imagine you’ve read the abbreviated report.”

“I don’t need to know,” Blot said with a wave of his hand. “This is a waste of time. You don’t need this class. You passed it with a good, solid C nineteen years ago, and that should be that.”

“Professor Blot, it almost sounds like you took a liking to me back then,” Baxter said, clutching his chest. “Could it really be true?”

“No you idiot, I just wanted you out of my class. Now get out so I can plan for the next group of numbskulls. Oh, why do they always give me the idiots!”

“Thanks, Professor Blot. You’ve given me a lot to think about,” Baxter said, and headed out of the classroom.

“And don’t come back!” Blot called after him.

“What was that all about?” Cadet Piper asked, waiting for Baxter outside the classroom.

“What? Oh, nothing. Just, uh, reminiscing. What are you doing?”

Piper was flanked on one side by a slim, mousy girl with straight Browning hair that covered her face, who stared at the ground, and on the other by a portly, redheaded boy with freckles who breathed through his mouth. “Mathers and Sparks and I were just wondering if you’d like to go with us to Scotty’s for some drinks.”

“Ah, Scotty’s,” Baxter said. “Haven’t thought of that place in a while. What’s your pleasure? Rum? Vodka? Beer?”

“We’re all nineteen,” the chubby boy announced.

Ahhhh. So when Baxter first took this class, these cadets were busy being born. Yeesh.

“Oh. Well, chocolate malts it is, then,” Baxter said, and led the group down to the lift. He glanced out a nearby window. “Wow, it really is a beautiful day out.” He looked back at the pair that followed Piper, both of whom had also been in his class. “So which one is Mathers and which one is Sparks?”

“I’m Mathers. Colby Mathers,” the boy announced in a high, squeaky tone. “My Mom said I’d be the specialist cadet here.”

“Well, I’m sure you are,” Baxter said. He glanced at the girl. “And you’re Sparks?”

“Nat,” she said softly.

“Is that short for Natalie?”

She shook her head. “Natheena.”

“Your parents must have really loved you to think of that name,” Baxter surmised.

“Not really,” she said softly.

“Nat and Colby and I made fast friends,” Piper said. “As soon as we realized everyone else here hated us.”

“I’m sure that’s not true,” Baxter said. “I had some hard times when I was here, but even I…”

Just then, two hulking cadets swooped up behind Piper and grabbed him by the back of his trousers, and scooped him out the window.

Baxter ran to the window, tried to grab the boy’s foot, but down he fell.

“Don’t worry, sir, there’s a mattress to break my falllllll…….” Piper quickly said as he dropped like a stone, and sure enough, hit a mattress that lay at the foot of the building.

Baxter turned to the other cadets and glared. “Just what the hell do you think you two are doing?”

“We always do this after the first class each morning,” the first cadet said. “It’s kind of a ritual.”

“It’s a stupid ritual!” Colby Mathers said, hiding behind Baxter.

“Damn right it is,” Baxter said. He tapped his combadge. “Baxter to section security.”

“This is an official channel for Academy Staff only,” a nasal voice replied over the comm channel.

“I’m a Starfleet Captain, God damn it.”

“Watch your language, mister. Your signal identifies you as a student. Please stay off all official channels. Good day, sir.”

“This isn’t over!” Baxter called to the two cadets, who had already started to walk off, laughing. “I’m going to talk to the commandant, and when I’m done, the two of you will be pruning rose bushes till you graduate!”

“Wow,” Mathers said, staring at Baxter wide-eyed.

“What?”

“You stood up to them.”

“They’re just kids.”

“Not to us,” Sparks said softly, which Baxter soon realized was the only way she ever spoke.

“I’m okay!” Piper called from the bottom floor. “Don’t worry, I don’t think anything’s broken.”

“Something’s broken all right,” Baxter said, cracking his knuckles as he walked to the nearby lift and pushed the call button. “But it’s gonna get fixed REAL quick.”



“Mom, I’m home!”

“Come in, dear!” Browning said excitedly, rushing to the door to her guest quarters on the USS Orleans, as the doors parted and Plato stepped in, carrying a large duffel.

She wrapped her arms around him. “Sweetie, how was it? Did you get to say all your goodbyes?”

Plato shrugged. “Yeah, I guess.”

Browning looked in Plato’s eyes. It was increasingly disturbing that the boy who she’d given birth to a little less than four years ago was now as tall as she was. Pretty soon, she imagined, he’d be taller. “What do you mean you guess? What’s the matter?”

“I just didn’t want to leave,” Plato said, setting his duffel down in the middle of the floor and shuffling to the nearby couch. “I was having fun talking to the Founders. I got to swim with them all the time, and I could hear their thoughts, and stuff. It was cool.”

“I’m sure it was…cool,” Browning said thoughtfully, walking up behind Plato and sitting on the arm of the couch, beside him. “But we agreed we would do this for two months. Then it became three months. And eventually, you know we have to get back to the Explorer.”

Plato looked up at her. “Why?”

“Because our friends are there. It’s our home, you know, where our life is.”

“But why does it have to be?” Plato leaned up, folding his knees under him so he could face Browning. “Mom, it was so much fun down there. They were teaching me things. Techniques, so I could shapeshift better.”

“Like…”

“Like this!” Plato said excitedly, and stared at his hand, watching it morph into a hoof.

Browning cocked her head. “Horse or donkey?”

“I’m not sure yet, but I’m working on it,” Plato said. “Because I’m part-human, I can never fully shapeshift. But the Founders taught me there was a lot more I could do with my abilities if I just put my mind to it.”

“That may be true,” Browning said, putting a hand on Plato’s shoulder. “And maybe we can come back again next year. But we have a life to get back to, and I think when you think about it a little harder, you’ll realize you miss that life too.”

“I guess,” Plato said. “So when do we meet up with the Dominion transport?”

“A couple hours. Just enough time to grab some lunch and talk about all the fun we had.”

“Where’s Chaka?”

“Being debriefed by Captain Sullivan and her senior staff, I think,” Browning said. “He’s been really helpful to them when he hasn’t scared the bejeezus out of them.”

“I want to see Chaka,.” Plato said firmly.

“Let’s get some lunch first, honey, then we’ll look him up.”

Plato shifted off the couch. “Fine, okay.”

“Don’t sound so enthusiastic. It’s not like we’re being trotted off to our death or anything.”

“Seems like it,” Plato shrugged.

Browning slipped an arm around his neck and squeezed. “Relax, kiddo. You’ll be back on the Explorer soon, and you’ll remember all the good stuff you left there, and wonder how you could have ever left it.”

“I spose,” Plato said reluctantly.

Just then, the comm sounded.

“Sullivan to Browning.”

Browning glanced up. “Go ahead.”

“A Dominion transport just entered hailing range and made contact. They’ve requested you and Chaka and Plato beam aboard.”

“Already? I thought they were a couple hours away.”

“Apparently there’s been a change of plans. Are you ready to leave now?”

Browning wondered whether she detected a note of anticipation in Sullivan’s voice.

“Yeah. We can get our bags together and be in the transporter room in a few minutes.” At this rate, why hadn’t they just left their bags in the transporter room. Or beamed them? Browning hadn’t bothered to ask.

“I’ll arrange to beam your luggage aboard the transport,” Sullivan said. “Meanwhile, head up to the transporter room. Sorry for the change of plans.”

“That’s okay,” Browning said. “I’m kind of eager to head back to the Alpha Quadrant anyway.” She glanced at Plato. More eager than others, she thought.



Richards was still aching as he ambled to the transporter room, trying to hurry his step so he didn’t miss Joan Redding’s beam-in. He was nervous enough handling her visit without Baxter there, and didn’t want to be late.

Just as he arrived at the doors to the transporter room, they opened, and Redding stepped out. “Commander!” she exalted, as a holographer trotted behind you. “So good to see you. I’ve heard much about you and your ship.”

“Well, I’m just the first officer,” Richards said humbly. “So she’s not really my ship.”

“You’re just being bashful,” Redding said, patting Richards’s arm. She waved at her holographer. “Come along, Kado.”

The hulking Grenthelman with his green fur and bulging biceps snarled a bit and followed, adjusting the headset on his massive cranium.

“Howdy,” Richards said meekly to the cameraman, and leaned closer to Redding. “Does he double as your bodyguard?”

“You never know how an interviewee will react to an expose.”

“I never spoke much French,” Richards said. “So, what can we do for you?”

“I’d love to get a meal before we do your interview,” Redding said. “Is there anywhere good to eat?”

“Yes. Ship’s Mess, Deck Eleven,” Richards said quickly. There was no chance he’d risk running into J’hana.

“Have you eaten already?” Redding asked.

“Just now,” he said. “But I’d be happy to sit with you. I’ve cleared my schedule, so I’m yours for the day.”

“How fortuitous for me!” Redding replied, and took Richards’s hand, as he led her to the nearest turbolift.

Richards was already regretting his decision to spend the day with Joan Redding. Not only was Hartley ticked at being pressed into service as the watch commander, but he would now be forced to spend his day under a microscopic lense. He’d dealt with the news media briefly when he wrote for Days of Honor. They could be brutal, and could find ways to twist the most innocent of quotes into something harmful. He’d have to be on his toes all day.

“On your toes, Commander!” J’hana chortled, slapping him hard on the back.

“AHHHH!” Richards shrieked, turning to find the Andorian right behind him.

J’hana studied Redding’s cameraman. “A Grenthelman. We don’t get many of those around here. And sturdy too. How many kolar beasts do you eat per day?”

“Seven,” the Grenthelman rumbled. “At times, nine.”

“Then we better get started,” J’hana said. “The replicator will be working overtime.”

“Can I help you, Lieutenant?” Richards asked.

“Just thought I’d lend a hand,” J’hana said. “As Security Chief, it’s important to ensure the safety and well-being of visitors to the ship.”

“Yes, I’m sure,” Richards said. “But don’t you have other duties to attend to?”

“No, I pretty much cleared my schedule.”

“Fantastic,” Richards said, as J’hana fell in behind his small group. J’hana was being nice, and that was so much scarier than her being vicious and cruel. Whatever her motives, Richards knew he’d be in deep, deep pain before the day was out. On the other hand, he’d probably also be having sex.

“The more the merrier,” Redding said, and took out a padd. “Now if you don’t mind, Commander, I’m going to start asking questions. We have a lot of ground to cover, and not much time.”

“S-sure,” Richards said weakly, quickly wishing he was somewhere, anywhere, else.



Baxter grumbled to himself as he made his way across the Academy quad. “Lack of evidence, my ass,” he muttered. He’d just come from a meeting with the Academy Commandant, and was told, after being chided for not setting up a prior appointment, that he didn’t have enough evidence to bring disciplinary actions against the cadets who pushed Piper out the window. And furthermore, even if he did, that these kids were just participating in rituals of youth, and some of these rituals were actually healthy.

“Healthy my ass,” Baxter said, and cut across the quad toward the transporter station, more than eager to head home to Kelly and Steffie.

As Baxter passed the Sonak Science Center, the doors opened and a bevy of cadets poured out into the sunlight, doubtless heading to Scotty’s for a drink.

Baxter dodged to avoid a few of the more reckless cadets, only to bump headlong into someone. “Excuse me,” he said, and glanced back at the person who’d run into him, who didn’t so much as stop. “I say, excuse me!” he called after the rude fellow. He stared at the back of the man’s head as he headed across the quad, back the way Baxter had come.

Boy, that egg-shaped cranium looked familiar. Baxter turned around and headed after the man, who wore a Starfleet officer’s uniform, not that of a cadet. The hair color was right. And in the distance, as the man hurriedly trotted off, Baxter caught the glint of something on his face. He was wearing glasses!

“Ficker!” Baxter cried, and broke into a run, shoving one cadet aside and leaping a pair who were kissing on the lawn, amidst the rosebushes. “You’re going to get a rash from that!” Baxter called over his shoulder as he ran faster. He’d nearly caught up with him. “Ficker!” he called again. “I see you there, you son of a bitch! Stop and face me like a man!”

Heaving for breath, Baxter forced himself to run a little faster as the man rounded a corner, ducking around the Sato Communications and Languages Building. “FICKER!” he called out.

When he rounded the corner, though, Baxter stopped stiff in his tracks, scanning the half-dozen cadets who were walking down the path.

Ficker or not, the man was gone



“Ahh, battleship gray,” Browning said, looking around her stark quarters and sighing. “The Dominion really know how to decorate, eh Plato?”

“I want to go to the bridge,” Plato said.

“First, I don’t think they call it a bridge. I think they call it something else,” Browning said. “And I don’t think you can just pop in unexpectedly. After dinner, we’ll see about a visit.”

“There may be changelings aboard,” Plato said. “Wouldn’t that be cool?”

“Yes,” Browning said. “Cool.”

Just then, her door chime rang. “Yes,” she said wearily, hoping a changeling hadn’t arrived to whisk away her son already. They’d been together for months, and Plato had barely said ten words to her.

The doors opened, and to Browning’s relief, it was Chaka’kan.

“Doctor,” Chaka said. “It’s a relief to see you.”

“Relief?” Browning said.

“Yes. Have you explored this deck?”

“No. We just beamed in twenty minutes ago. I’ve barely unpacked.”

“You were beamed directly to your quarters too, then?”

Browning nodded. “Yeah.”

“And no one from the ship’s command crew has come to greet you?”

“Nobody’s come,” Plato said. “Let’s go find someone to talk to, Chaka!” He raced up and grabbed the Jem’Hadar’s hand.

“That’s just it,” Chaka said. “I cannot locate anyone else. Further, I cannot travel to any other decks, or open up any rooms other than yours and mine.”

Browning shrugged. “No offense, Chaka, but the Dominion have a way of doing things oddly. They are from the Delta Quadrant, after all.”

“Gamma,” Chaka said.

“Whatever,” Browning said. “Anyone want something to eat? Let’s see if we can get those replicators working…”



So this is what the ship’s mess looks like, Richards thought as he watched Joan Redding chew dantily on her croissant sandwich.

J’hana, meanwhile, was seated with Redding’s assistant, Kado, at the table beside them. Richards tried to breathe through his mouth as much as possible, and avoid looking as Kado messily devoured the flank of kolar beast, which covered most of his and J’hana’s table. Which prompted the question…did kolar beasts come from Grenthalma? Or did the Grenthalman love of kolar beasts come after Grenthalma entered the Federation? Did they see some in a zoo, or what?

“…your first meeting with Bradley Dillon?”

“Hmm?” Richards asked, glancing back at Redding.

“I was asking what you discussed during your first meeting with President Dillon, when he came aboard the Explorer and set up his offices two years ago.”

“Oh,” Richards said. “Normal things. Administrative stuff. He asked to borrow some crewmembers for his security detail. He wanted to reroute some power conduits to his office suite, set up a chroniton emission chamber, you know…” Richards trailed off. “Huh.”

“Commander?”

“I wonder if that had anything to do with….well, I suppose it did.”

Redding cocked her head. “So you didn’t think it odd that the President of the United Federation of Planets would decide to set up his offices on your ship, and on top of that, would need a science lab and access to a chroniton emission chamber?”

“Well, when you put it like that, sure it sounds suspicious,” Richards said. “But at the time, I suppose we weren’t given to question the leader of the free quadrant.”

“You’re being coy with me, aren’t you, Commander?” Redding asked. “That’s okay. I’ve interviewed the most evasive of politicians…Dillon himself. You’re not the first.”

“I don’t think I’m evasive, or a politician,” Richards said, honestly. “And I’m sure as heck not coy, whatever that means.”

“If you feel you have to protect the President, I understand. Loyalty is commendable.”

“Protect?”

“After spending a year with him on the ship, and then going through the ordeal you went through during the time travel incident. It’s understandable that you might form a bond with him.”

“Bond? Are you kidding?”

Redding leaned forward. “Your relationship with Bradley Dillon wasn’t amicable?”

“Despicable is more like it,” Richards said. “He and the Captain didn’t see eye to eye on anything. And none of us really trusted him, from day one. Which really makes me wonder why we didn’t question the chroniton thing. Huh. Oh well, it’s not like you can go back in time and try to fix your mistakes, eh?”

Richards and Redding sat there a few quiet moments.

“Well, maybe you can,” Richards admitted. “But it’s not a good idea.”

“Enjoying your conversation?” J’hana asked, leaning over toward Richards.

“Mind your own business, Lieutenant,” Richards said. “Don’t you have to shoot somebody, or something?”

“I’m thinking of someone I’d like to shoot right now,” J’hana growled, and shot her leg under the table. She must have had double- jointed knees or something, because her leg curved at an impossible angle, and her foot pressed against Richards’s crotch, causing a reaction halfway between pleasure and pain, which was par for the course, for the Andorian.

“Uuuuhhhhhhhhhnnn….” Richards moaned, scooting out of his chair. “Ms. Redding, would you like to head to my office so we can get set up for my interview?”

“Sure,” Redding said. “Kado, let’s go.”

“Thank you for your company,” Kado said with a belch, rising heavily from his table.

“You’re dismissed, Lieutenant,” Richards said to J’hana. “I believe Lieutenant Commander Hartley needs you on the bridge.”

J’hana glowered at Richards. “Very well. I will go. And I will have Doctor Wilcox clear a biobed in Sickbay.”

With that, she headed out of the Ship’s Mess.

“If you don’t mind me asking, who is the biobed for?” Redding asked.

“That’s, uh, confidential,” Richards said, watching J’hana leave. “Let’s go. I’m sure you’ve got plenty of questions…”



Captain Sullivan whistled merrily as she stepped out onto the bridge. She nodded at her tactical officer, the always-hunky Lieutenant Brett Fontaine, her chief tactical officer. “Lieutenant, any new developments?”

“Just one, sir. We’ve got a Dominion transport vessel on approach, bearing oh-one-three mark one-two-seven.”

“The one that just left with the Explorer people?”

Fontaine shook his head, looking up from his panel. “No. This is another one.”

Sullivan stepped down toward the center of the bridge. “That’s odd.”

“Yes, ma’am. They’re hailing us.”

“By all means, put them on.”

The viewscreen switched to the cramped view of a Dominion bridge. A tall, lanky Vorta who reminded Sullivan vaguely of some 20th century mucisian appeared on the viewscreen, and raised an eyebrow. “Captain Sullivan,” he drawled. Beside him, his Jem’Hadar First just stood there and glowered.

“That’s me. What can I do for you?”

“I am Yelgrun. I have been sent by the Founders to ferry your Doctor Browning, the changeling boy, and the so-called ‘friendly’ Jem’Hadar back from whence they came. Please arrange to send them to the following coordinates…”

Sullivan gaped. “Didn’t…um…didn’t we just do this?”

“I do not believe so,” Yelgrun said, and glanced at his First, who shook his head. “Is there a problem?”

“Yeah,” Sullivan said, taking a deep breath. “That’s for sure…”



“…welcome back to Good Morning Starfleet! It’s thirty minutes past the hour,” said Sal Trish, the effusive host of Good Morning, Starfleet!

“Joan Redding is with us today, live via subspace aboard the USS Explorer. But first, a little background on President Dillon’s time travel ‘incident,’ for those of you who haven’t followed the news in the last nine months,” Trish said, grinning at the holocam, resplendent in a glittering paintsuit. She was perched on a plush tan couch that sat in front of massive bay windows that overlooked a fake-painted Earth vista. Beside her were her earlier guests, Martha Stewart, who had come in from the planet Leeramar to shill for her new book: “Living Germ-Free Without Freaking Out,” and Kragg, a Klingon comedian who’d performed his bit for an ecstatic audience just moments earlier. Kragg had become a household name in the Alpha Quadrant for his routine, in which he called two human “volunteers” down from the audience, then berated them and their families for forty minutes, verbally assaulting them with all manner of insults. Whoever lasted the longest without lunging at Kragg won five bars of latinum. The other one was beaten senseless. The crowd seemed to like it.

Counselor Peterman curled her legs under her on the couch in the living room of the Baxter family home, watching the screen as Steffie did situps on the floor nearby.

“No more, mommy!” she called out.

“You’re almost done, sweetie. Just fifty more,” Peterman said distantly, watching Sal Trish. Wow, who did her eye makeup? It was so…glittery.

“…which brings us to today. President Dillon hasn’t been any more forthcoming with his motives, and all efforts to meet with him for an exclusive interview have been denied by his press secretary. So we turn to the Explorer, where Joan Redding brings us a live interview with Captain Andy Baxter, the Explorer’s commander, who witnessed much of Bradley Dillon’s intriguing plot, just as it unfolded…”

“Huh?” Peterman said, scratching her head.

“What’d I miss?” Baxter asked, jogging into the room and hopping onto the couch next to Peterman.

“Well, apparently, you’re about to give an interview…” Peterman said.

“Thanks, Sal,” Joan Redding said on the screen, seated in a “two- shot” beside Commander Richards, in what looked like the seldom-used First Officer’s office. Richards said it still smelled from the Dave Conway era. “Actually, Captain Baxter was unable to meet with us today. Instead, we’ll be meeting with Commander Chris Richards, First Officer of the Explorer, who’s in command while Captain Baxter’s away.” She turned to Richards. “Commander, where is Captain Baxter?”

Richards turned stiffly toward he holocam. “Captain Baxter is sorry he can’t be here, but he had to go to school today, so he couldn’t make it.”

“What the F***!” Baxter snapped.

“Why are you late, anyway?” Peterman asked, still staring at he screen. “You were supposed to be back twenty minutes ago.”

“I was chasing Alvin Ficker across the academy quad,” Baxter said, and leaned forward. “Now hush, I wanna hear this…”

“Ficker?” Peterman snapped. “HUSH?”

“All done my situps, Mommy!” Steffie called out, stumbling over to Peterman.

“Okay, hit the showers,” Peteresen said. “Practice is in thirty minutes!”

“Two-a-days?” the two-year-old muttered, and stomped off.

“Was my toddler wearing a pink jogging suit?” Baxter asked blankly as he watched the interview. “And how many two-year-olds know what two-a-days are?”

“No. OUR toddler was wearing a beautiful Sergio Gustavson pink jogging suit,” Peterman replied sharply.

“…which is pretty much when we started to suspect something was amiss,” Richards said. “I knew it was odd that a Federation President would need a chroniton generator in his office…”

“No you didn’t!” Baxter snapped back at the screen.

“And then what happened, Commander?” Redding asked intently, leaning toward Richards.

“Well, to make a long story short, Bradley Dillon went back in time, and we went with him.”

“Wow, that is really short,” Peterman said.

“I thought this interview was supposed to be about the Explorer,” Baxter said.

“Did you ever discover why President Dillon moved forward with his plan?” Redding asked.

“As a matter of fact, we did.” Richards chuckled. “It’s funny, actually.”

“Here it comes!” Peterman said. “Wait for it!” She couldn’t believe it. Richards was about to “out” President Dillon for his plans to reunite with Leximas, a time traveling being who’d shared time with him on Waystation, and did so nearly at the cost of his Presidency. Peterman had tried, and failed, to do the same, for purely therapeutic and professional reasons. Now, Richards would succeed where she failed, and he wasn’t even trying. He was just answering a question.

“So it turns out…” Richards began, and then the screen went blank.

“What the?” Baxter asked.

Then the screen came to life brightly, as booming classical music filled the Baxters’ living room. On screen, Bradley Dillon sat behind a massive oak desk, hands folded neatly in front of him.

“Good morning,” Bradley said, as the music slowly died down. “I’m here to talk to you about a problem that afflicts every Federation citizen.”

“That son of a…” Peterman began.

“Stress,” Bradley finished. “Stress affects all of us. We push on through our workaday lives, never considering that the frenetic pace is killing us. Isn’t it time you considered a vacation? Isn’t it time you planned a break from the monotony of modern life? Come to one of the hundreds of Dillon’s Spa and Resorts, opening quadrant-wide. Treat yourself. Be good to yourself, and visit a Dillon’s Spa and Resort today. Thank you, and may the Great Bird bless the United Federation of Planets. We now return you to your regularly scheduled program…”

The scene shifted back to Richards’s office. “Are we back?” Joan Redding asked, staring at the camera. “What happened?”

“Thank you for that inspiring interview, Joan,” Sal said, turning to face the camera. “We’ve got headlines coming up at the top of the hour; but before that, we go live to Arraket Sabadejo, our on-the-spot weatherman, who is reporting from the terraforming project on Cardassia Nine…”

Peterman reached out and tapped a control on the coffee table, switching the holoscreen off. She turned to Baxter. “I guess we shouldn’t have expected the most powerful man in the Federation to let his dirty laundry get aired on quadrant-wide HV.”

“Yeah, but it’s okay for Richards to tell everyone I’m back in school?” Baxter asked, folding his arms.

“You’ll get over it,” Peterman said, turning to Baxter. “Now tell me about this thing with Ficker.”

“It’s nothing,” Baxter said. “Probably just my mind playing tricks on me.”

“You think?”

“Ficker is many things, but he’s not stupid enough to show his face around Starfleet Academy. He stole a Section Thirty-One starship. He’s going to be laying low for a long while, is my guess.”



“But I don’t understand!” Redding shouted into Richards’s desktop terminal. “This interview was slated as a thirty-minute spot. What do you mean he bought the airtime? He can’t do that! You’re letting him win! Why’d I come all the way out here, then?”

Richards sat back on the other side of his desk, watching Redding carry on with her news director, pounding the desk for emphasis. He wondered if that’s what he looked like when he was working behind his desk. Except for the fact that he wasn’t a woman, and he never pounded on his desk.

Finally, Redding reached forward and switched off the terminal. “Well, guess I’m going to be taking a little vacation.”

“Problems?” Richards asked.

“Bradley Dillon controls the media,” Redding said. “I guess we’ll never get the truth out there as long as he’s in power.”

“Aren’t you being a little defeatist?”

“Oh, you’re one to talk,” Redding snapped. “You’re covering for him, just like his staff, and everyone else I’ve interviewed.”

“I’m not covering for him. I told you what really happened. He did it all for the love of a woman.”

“If you’re going to lie, at least make up a believable one. Have you even met Bradley Dillon? He’s not got a sentimental bone in his body.”

“I’m pretty sure she was a magical woman, if that helps.”

“Your story is getting ever more believable,” Redding snapped, and stood up. “Well, I suppose Kado and I should get going.”

“Feel free to stay as long as you like,” Richards said. “We’re not really doing much else.”

Redding thought about that. “Yes. Maybe I’ll speak to a few more people before I leave. I may still be able to salvage a sidebar in the Federation News from this.”



“They look so sweet when they’re sleeping.”

Captain Baxter rolled over and glanced up, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “Wha…?”

“Don’t get up. And I’m not saying that to be polite. I mean don’t get up, or I’ll shoot you. And use your inside voice. Don’t want to wake your wife…because then, I’d shoot her too.”

Baxter turned over, leaned up on his elbows. “What the hell…?” He squinted in the dim light to see the dark figure seated opposite his bed. “I don’t even have a chair there.”

“I know. It was a pain in the ass to beam a chair in here. But we couldn’t have this conversation if I was sitting on your dresser. That just wouldn’t be civilized.”

“Who the f*** are you?”

“A prior acquaintance,” the man said. “With some friendly advice.”

“You’re from Section Thirty-One,” Baxter muttered.

“Astute observation. I believe the last time we met your father jabbed a cigar in my eye.”

“Roddick,” Baxter said, grinding his teeth. “Believe me, if I had a cigar right now…”

“Let’s not talk about what might have been, but rather what is, and what will be.” Roddick leaned forward. “Don’t waste a lot of time puzzling out how I escaped from Starfleet Security. Just know that Section Thirty-One doesn’t get into the habit of letting its operatives get captured.”

“But you don’t seem overly worried about someone jetting off with one of your fancy starships.”

Roddick nodded. “That’s precisely what I’ve come here to talk to you about. Captain Ficker.”

“Ooh, are you guys going to catch him? Do some kind of torture thing? Can I watch?”

“How quickly we move to the same side,” Roddick said boredly. “What I actually came to tell you is we plan to do absolutely nothing about Ficker.”

Baxter blinked. “How come?”

“Because it’ll be much more painful for you if we don’t.”

“That’s awfully petty.”

“You let one of our operatives, along with possibly the most advanced genetic project in the galaxy, slip through our fingers. You destroyed years of scientific work that could have led us to a discovery that would take humanity to the next level. You embarrassed us.”

“You’re welcome,” Baxter muttered.

“Just so you know, I could easily kill you now. And your little family. Poof! With an order from me, you’re all gone.”

“So why not do it?” Baxter asked angrily.

“Because letting you live, especially with Ficker out there gunning for you, is quite frankly a fate worse than death. Even without Ficker out there, I’d imagine I would be doing you a favor by killing you.”

Baxter worked his jaw indignantly. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’re a joke. An incompetent, a failure. You’re back at Starfleet Academy, for God’s sake. Your shipmates may like you, but they’ll never respect you. And you’ll never, ever, live up to your Father’s expectations. Trust me, Captain, you’re far better off dead. And that’s a favor I don’t intend to do for you.”

“You know, Roddick, despite all you said about me, I somehow was still able to embarrass the hell out of your fine organization. Why do you suppose that’s true?”

“Because men plan, and God laughs, Baxter. See you in hell.”

Roddick stood up and walked out of the room.

Baxter leapt from his bed and dashed out into the hallway, to find it empty.

Peterman stirred, mumbling and shifting covers. “Come back to bed, Andy. Fluff my mountain worm pile…”

“Glad to see one person’s going to sleep soundly tonight,” Baxter muttered to himself as he returned to bed.



The next morning, Commander Richards stepped out of his quarters and headed for the bridge. He wondered briefly whether Joan Redding would be stopping by again, or whether she’d just pester other members of the senior staff. Either way, he’d better mention it at the staff meeting. It wouldn’t do for the Explorer to get involved in another media circus under his watch.

Richards’s thoughts were interrupted suddenly as a door beside him opened and he was dragged into a cramped supply closet. A steely arm wrapped around his throat and squeezed.

“URK! How many supply closets do we have on this ship!”

“Do you want her?”

“URK. What?” Richards choaked.

“Do you want her?” V’haspant reeked on his captor’s breath, and he knew it was J’hana. Nobody else he knew on the ship had forearms that were quite so muscular.

“Want who?”

“Don’t be coy, human. Do you want the news woman?”

“J’hana, why are you being so weird?”

“If you touch her, I will kill you.”

Richards yanked at J’hana’s arm but couldn’t pull himself free. “You know, this has to be against like a dozen regulations.”

“Feel free to call security,” J’hana said icily.

“Why are you doing this?”

“Because I will not be used. I will not be a token in some silly human sex game.”

“I thought you liked the time we played twister.”

“I did. That’s not what I’m talking about. Love triangles serve no purpose. They’re weak, sophomoric, and so…so human. If three people are involved, they should be having sex together.”

“If you’re talking about Joan Redding, don’t worry. I have no interest in her.”

J’hana released Richards, and turned him to face her. “That’s a relief. I do not have to kill you.”

“Are you jealous?”

“If I were truly jealous, we would not be having this conversation.”

Richards gently put a hand on J’hana’s shoulder. “Look, I know you’re still hurting over Tilleran. But you’ve got to get over this and move for…”

J’hana grabbed Richards by the throat and hoisted him against the wall of the tiny closet. “Do not pretend to know my heart, Commander. Heading down such a path is pure folley.”

“You really need help,” Richards choked out.

“And do not pretend you can give it,” J’hana growled, letting Richards fall to the deck and shouldering her way out of the closet.

“I was going to promote you to Lieutenant Commander today!” Richards croaked, poking his head out of the closet.

“Keep your fwarking promotion!” the Andorian muttered and headed down the corridor.



“Starfleet Security doesn’t know anything. They’re useless,” Baxter said, munching angrily on a muffin as Peterman bounced Steffie in her lap.

“Maybe we should sleep on the Escort,” Peterman said, glancing out the window into the yard where the Escort was parked. “At least it has a security system, shields, weapons…”

“Roddick won’t come after me again,” Baxter said. “He accomplished what he set out to do.”

“Which is what? Worry you about Ficker?”

“It’s head games,” Baxter said. “And I’m not going to let it steer me off-track.”

“Well, then, what if Ficker comes after you?”

“I’m not convinced he’s even in this sector.” Baxter glanced at Peterman. “If we get all paranoid about this, we’re playing right into their hands.”

“Section Thirty-One’s, or Ficker’s?”

Baxter shrugged. “Both.”

“Tired, mommy…” Steffie moaned, leaning her head on Peterman’s shoulder.

“My God, she’s exhausted,” Baxter said. “Could you stop training our daughter for the next Duranium-man Triathalon, please?”

Peterman stroked Steffie’s back. “I’m just trying to do things to connect with our daughter. Do you realize how often we left her with Chaka last year, not to mention the tensions and stress of bouncing back and forth through time, fighting a godlike being, getting attacked by Section Thirty-One! It’s a lot for a kid to handle!”

Baxter leaned forward and put a hand on Peterman’s. “It’s a lot for you to handle too, sweetie. My guess is Steffie’s handling it way better than you are.”

“Don’t try to counsel me, and I won’t try to run your ship.”

“You already tried to run my ship before, remember?” Baxter said. He gently took Steffie in his arms and held her against his chest. “Look, I know you feel like you lost time with Stef, and yeah, we haven’t been the perfect parents recently, but we can’t get all those points back with one touchdown. We have to play a few series of good offense.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

Baxter shrugged. “Just trying to keep with the sports metaphors.”

“Have I been crazy lately?” Peterman said, looking at the muffin on her plate.

“Yeah, a little bit.”

“Yeah, mommy,” Steffie muttered, and passed out asleep on Baxter’s shoulder.

“Jeeze, what’s gotten into me,” Peterman said. “Have I become one of those…”

“Moms?” Baxter asked. “Yes, I can safely say you are one of those.” He handed Steffie back over to Peterman and smiled. “Now how about you do something nice and relaxing with her, like go to the zoo or something?”

“She does like the animals,” Peterman said thoughtfully.

“Yeah, and you do too, Mom,” Baxter grinned, and leaned over, kissing Peterman, then Steffie, on the head. “You guys have a good day. And if you see anything out of the ordinary, contact Starfleet Security immediately. No. First contact me, then contact Starfleet security.”

“I get it, Andy. We’ll be fine,” Peterman said.

“I never had a doubt,” Baxter said, and stood up. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a field trip.”



Richards limped onto the bridge, just as Lt. Commander Hartley stood up from the command chair. “About time you got here, Commander,” she said, walking up to him. “We’ve been comming you for the last ten minutes!”

Richards blinked. “You have? I must’ve been a little out of it.”

Hartley stared at him a moment, his rumpled uniform and mussed hair. “Were you attacked?”

“I’m just not a morning person.” He looked around, at the officers dashing from console to console, exchanging reports and speaking to each other in hushed tones. “What’s going on?”

“We just picked up a transmission from the signal array near the Bajoran wormhole. The USS Orleans reported that Doctor Browning, Plato, and Chaka’kan have been abducted by Dominion insurgents, and their location is unknown.”

Richards’s eyes widened. “Insurgents?”

“Yeah,” Hartley said. “Apparently not everybody is happy with the kinder, gentler Dominion. Go figure.”

“Contact the Orleans,” Richards said. “And lay in a course for the wormhole. Maximum Warp.”

Hartley jogged up to the aft engineering station. “Engines are at maximum capacity. We can handle Warp Nine Point Nine for a short period.” She looked up. “But Chris, and far be it from me to be the diplomatic type, but we didn’t exactly leave a good impression the last time we visited the Gamma Quadrant.”

“Not to mention the last time we ran into the Orleans,” Tilleran piped up from her station.

“Then it sounds like we’d better be on our best behavior,” Richards said. “Engage, already. Time’s wasting.”



“I can’t believe this old heap is still in service,” Captain Baxter muttered, leaning against the aft science station aboard the USS Republic.

“Show some respect,” Professor Blot said from the command chair. “They don’t make starships like this anymore.”

“And there’s a reason for that,” Baxter said. He glanced at the readouts. “Look at all these rainbow colored controls. What’s the point of them? And this thing? It’s just a glowing round screen with lots of swirling color on it. How am I supposed to read that?”

“Not everything is about functionality,” Blot muttered.

“Hold on, something’s coming in over the fax machine,” Baxter said, as a nearby slot spat out a paper readout. “Yeah, real modern.” He glanced at it. “Yes, sir, it looks like we’ve successfully gone to warp one point one. We can increase speed to one point two if you want to shake the ship apart.”

Blot whirled in the command chair. “Would you shut up?”

Baxter stepped back a bit. “I’m sorry.”

Piper sidestepped over to Baxter. “I can’t believe how you stand up to him.”

“Oh, Blot’s a softie,” Baxter said. “He likes me, anyway.”

“Did you get bullied on like I did, when you were at the Academy? I mean, the first time?”

“Oh, I had my share of run-ins with the ‘cool’ cadets,” Baxter said wistfully. “Well, I guess you might call them ‘beatings,’ actually. But I won as many as I lost. Well, okay, that’s not true, but…”

“So how is it you’re so…tough now?”

“Me, tough?” Baxter chuckled. “What gives you that idea?”

“You stand up to people.”

“I guess…” Baxter shrugged. “I guess I got to a point where I just didn’t care what people thought of me anymore.”

“Wow,” snorted Colby Mathers from nearby. “That must be nice.”

“It’s just part of growing up. Or so the grownups tell me,” Baxter said dryly.

“Piper, you’re up!” Blot said, pushing out of the command chair. “Take the conn!”

“Me?” Piper asked, gulping.

“Yeah. Show us what you can do.”

“I…I don’t know.”

Baxter gave him a little shove. “C’mon, Ethan. Show us what you’ve got. The worst you can do is fail.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of!” Piper snapped, as Baxter ushered the reluctant cadet toward the command chair.

“We’re halfway to our target, planetoid Oh-two-Beta, in Sector Zero Zero Four,” Blot said, standing beside Piper, who shifted uneasily in the big, blocky command chair. “When we enter the system, tell the helm to take us out of warp and execute a standard orbit.”

“Out of warp, standard orbit, right,” Piper said, his voice shaking.

“You’ll be fine,” Baxter said from behind him.

“Shut up and get back to your station, Baxter!” Blot snapped.

“Right, right,” Baxter said, heading over to the science station.

Nearby, at tactical, Colby Mathers leaned over. “Do you really think Ethan can handle the conn?”

“I don’t know him well, but he’s a good kid. He’s smarter than he lets on. He’ll do fine.”

“Have you done this drill before?” Mathers asked. “Am I going to have to shoot something?”

“Only if we’re very, very unlucky,” Baxter said with a grin, patting Mathers on the back as some other cadets milled by on the bridge.

At helm, Nat Sparks looked up from her console. “We’re entering Sector Zero-Zero-Four.”

Piper looked at Blot. “C-come out of warp. Lay in a course for planetoid Oh-two Beta.”

Sparks did as she was told, and the Republic shook slightly as she slowed down.

Baxter looked around the bridge. Surely, after all this time, they should have been able to find a better practice ship. He snorted. The cooler cadets probably got to use a decommissioned Defiant-class or a prototype ship. As usual, the rejects were left with substandard goods.

Piper looked up at the viewscreen as the planetoid neared.

Blot jabbed him in the shoulder. “Standard orbit, kid.”

“Right, right. Helm, standard orbit.”

“Have sciences conduct a scan.”

Piper turned toward Baxter. “Sciences?”

“Yeah, no problem,” Baxter said, tapping at his console. “Let me just turn this colorful knob here. Then I’ll get out my viewmaster and see what’s what…” Baxter squinted at the scan. “Hmmm. That’s odd.”

Blot turned. “What?”

“Nothing. Just thought, at the last second, thought I saw a…”

Suddenly the Republic pitched violently, and Baxter turned toward the viewscreen, as space shimmered to reveal a arrow-head shaped, predatory-looking starship. The starship, though, wasn’t Klingon or Romulan. Her lines were distinctly Starfleet. Sabre-class.

Baxter stood up, stepping toward the center of the bridge. “The Idlewild.”

“You know that ship?” Blot asked, glancing back at Baxter as collision alarms sounded all over the bridge and cadets ran from station to station, surely not knowing what to do.

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “I know it.”

And he watched the Idlewild’s phaser emitters glow. “Brace yourselves!” Baxter called out, grabbing the bridge railing as the Republic shook.

“Ficker,” Baxter said softly. Then Idlewild fired again, and Baxter stared at the viewscreen as explosions rang around him.



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



NEXT:



Ouch. Just when things were going well…well, except for the part about being stuck back in school, Captain Baxter stumbles smack dab into…well, what happened in Part One. And what of Browning, Chaka and Plato? Will Richards get to them in time? And what are Dominion insurgents planning to do with them? And why is Richards looking even more worn out now than he did before?




Learning Curve, Part Two



“Mom, wake up,” Plato said urgently, pushing Browning’s shoulder as she flipped over on the concrete slab the Dominion laughingly called a bed.

“What?” she asked, blinking.

“Chaka is here. Something’s wrong.”

“Oh, is it another conspiracy theory?” Browning asked. “Just because the Jem’Hadar aren’t in a hurry to chat with us…” Plato backed away from her bed, and Browning looked up at the door to her room. Chaka stood in the door, stiffly, staring at her.

Behind him, three other Jem’Hadar stood, with phaser rifles pointed at him.

“Apparently, you’re needed on the bridge, Doctor,” Chaka said.

Browning leaned up. “This better be a really formal breakfast invitation.”

“I assure you, it is not,” Chaka said. “Now please, put on your fluffy pink robe and come along.”



“Commander Richards!” Joan Redding called out, jogging to catch up with Richards as he marched purposefully down the corridor, J’hana and Tilleran at his side.

“Not now, Ms. Redding,” Richards said. “I’ve got…stuff to do.”

“Precisely my point,” Redding said. “I’ve heard that you altered the Explorer’s course, and I want to know why.”

“That information is on a need-to-know basis right now, and you…well guess which category you fall under.”

“Are you getting this?” Redding asked over her shoulder, to the looming Grenthalman cameraman, who simply gave her a thumbs up. “A perfect example of Starfleet’s unwillingness to cooperate with the media.”

J’hana suddenly whirled, drawing her phaser and pointing it at Redding’s face. Kado made a move toward her, but she froze him with a steely glare. Then her eyes shifted back to Redding. “One cannot give a news report if one does not have a throat.”

“J’hana!” Tilleran snapped, thumping the Andorian’s shoulder. She grinned weakly at Redding. “Sorry about this. She’s a tad on edge lately.”

J’hana pushed Tilleran’s hand away.

“We were walking a minute ago,” Richards said, stepping up behind Tilleran and J’hana.

“This must be nipped in the bud. Like a diseased fharbus root,” J’hana said, waving her phaser at Redding.

“Get that thing out of my face!” Redding retorted.

“Stand down, J’hana!” Richards shouted.

J’hana turned toward Richards. “Or. What?”

Tilleran gently took J’hana’s arm and led her down the corridor. “Come on, Jan. Let’s take a little walk…”

J’hana moved off with the Betazoid, but she kept her eyes on Redding as she walked away.

“Sorry about that,” Richards said.

“She belongs in a cage,” Redding said, smoothing her silky blue blouse.

“That’s…” Richards said thoughtfully, then shook his head. “That’s neither here nor there. Now then, I understand you have a life to get back to, and we’re supposed to rendez-vous with your transport later today. Unfortunately, some…stuff…came up, and we had to change those plans.”

“To what ‘stuff’ are you referring?”

“Again, I can’t discuss it,” Richards said. “But suffice it to say, Starfleet security is at issue, and so we ask you to patiently wait and blah blah blah. Contact security if you need anything during your stay.” And he walked off, then stopped and turned again. “You may want to make sure you call someone other than J’hana.”

“No kidding,” Redding said, frowning as she watched Richards walk away. She turned to Kado. “Well, it looks like our plans for the day are shot.”



BLAMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMM!

Panels erupted on all sides, and Baxter ducked a falling girder as the Idlewild picked the fragile Republic to pieces.

Professor Blot sagged against the nearby environmental console, gripping what looked like a sprained knee. “Baxter, what the hell have you gotten us into? Why is what appears to be a Federation ship laying into us like grilled gooberi?”

“Long story,” Baxter said, and stumbled to front of the bridge where a sobbing Nat Wembly cowered behind the helm console. She made Howard Sefelt look absolutely composed. “Nat!” he called out. “You need to execute evasive maneuvers. Divert everything to the engines and take us out of the line of fire!”

“I can’t!” the waifish girl called out.

Baxter put a hand on her shoulder. “Yes you can…”

Blot gritted his teeth. “Curse it, Baxter, take the helm. She’s just a kid!”

“She can do it,” Baxter said. He looked at Ethan Piper, who sat in the command chair, face pasty white. “Well, kid, you can bet that the members of Red Squad aren’t having a day like this.”

Piper looked at the looming ship on the screen. “B…bully…”

“Yes, the guy out there is a big bully,” Baxter said wryly, turning his attention back to the viewscreen as the Republic shook again. “And he could have blown us up in one shot if he wanted to, so he’s playing with us.”

“What do we do?” Colby Mathers asked, his hands shaking at the tactical station.

“You fire, broad beam dispersal. We don’t have enough phaser power to touch his shields, but we can maybe blind him for a second and duck behind that planetoid.”

“We’ll never make it!” Blot cried, easing back against the console. “That ship out there is faster than us.”

“But she’s bigger too,” Baxter said. “Bigger turn radius.”

“You…actually know what you’re talking about?”

“It’s amazing what sinks in when you sleep during staff meetings,” Baxter said, and patted Wembly on the back. “Tight arc, around the perimeter of the planetoid, to the dark side.”

“W-what then?” Wembly asked as she tapped at the helm console.

“We launch the escape pods,” Baxter said, glancing back at Blot. “How many cadets are aboard?”

“My class, Professor Thomason’s class, and a couple teaching assistants in engineering. Maybe forty-five?”

“Mister Piper,” Baxter said, turning to the center seat. “How fast can you run?”

“Fast,” Piper said, scooting out of the command chair. “I get chased a lot.”

“I want you to run through the corridors, knock on doors. Tell everyone to get to the escape pods right away.”

“Why not just sound the all call?” Blot asked.

“Because he’s doubtless listening to our comm traffic,” Baxter said. “And I don’t want to clue him in.”

“He’ll cut us to pieces before we launch the first pod!” Blot shouted back, leaning up and against a railing.

“No. He’ll want to taunt me first. Go, Piper.”

Seconds later, Mathers saw a light blinking at the nearby communication console. “Captain…somebody’s calling us…”

“Hailing,” Baxter said. “What a shock.” He moved to the command chair and sat down. “Put the bastard on screen.”

Mathers leaned over and punched a control, as Blot limped next to Baxter.

The viewscreen shimmered, and there he stood, glasses and all. Alvin Ficker, grinning like an idiot, looking triumphant.

“Captain Baxter. I see they gave you a new ship. It’s cute. Quaint.”

Baxter leaned forward. “Size doesn’t matter. You of all people should know that, Ficker.”

Ficker twisted his mouth angrily for a moment, then the smile was back. “A small joke for a small mind. I’m not surprised.”

“Get to it,” Baxter said, as Blot and the others looked on, in mute confusion. “What do you want?”

“Want?” Ficker asked, his smile broadening. “Why, seeing you there, in command, with all those bright young faces around you, is more than I could have asked for.”

“If you harm one of these young faces, I’ll blow you apart, Ficker,” Baxter said. “Come to think of it, I may do that anyway.”

“Tough talk for a man on a burning, Constitution-class ship. What are you doing on this little field trip anyway, Baxter?”

“I’m a…visiting professor,” Baxter said quickly. “I just had a sudden yearning to teach. You know, to impart the wisdom of my many years of command.”

Ficker’s eyes narrowed at Baxter, and his face tensed. “How nice for you.”

“Jealous?”

“Far from it,” Ficker said. “I have more than I could have hoped for aboard the Idlewild.”

“Yeah, by the way, I spoke to Section Thirty-One. They want their ship back.”

“It’s serving such an important purpose right now, though,” Ficker said. “More important than you could possibly imagine.”

“Let’s talk about it,” Baxter said. “Release everyone else. Take me. And let’s get everything out into the open, man to man.”

“Oh, you simpering idiot,” Ficker said, turning away for a moment. “You know as well as I do that we’re not men.”

“Something you were meaning to tell me, Baxter?” Blot blurted.

“SHH!” Baxter hissed.

“We’re not men,” Ficker continued, turning back an angry glare on Baxter. “We’re rejects. And rejects win by any means necessary. Am I right?”

“You couldn’t be…righter,” Baxter said.

“Piper to Baxter,” the comm system chirped.

“Yes,” Baxter sighed.

“I’ve sent everyone to the…um, bathroom.”

“Fantastic,” Baxter said. “Prepare to flush.” He looked at the viewscreen. “Show me what you’ve got, Ficker. I’m sure as hell not going to surrender to you.”

“You’re an even bigger fool than I took you for,” Ficker muttered.

“Close channel!” Baxter said, quickly, and hooked his arm around Wembly’s, dragging her out of her chair. With his free hand, he grabbed Blot by the arm. “To the escape pods!”

“Where might those be?” Mathers asked as Baxter stuffed him and the others in the aft turbolift.

“Great question. Let’s look. Quickly!” Baxter snapped as the doors closed, and he felt the Republic rumbling apart.



“You all look familiar,” Browning said, glancing back at the Jem’Hadar behind her as she moved down the corridor toward the Dominion ship’s command center.

“That is because we are Jem’Hadar. We all look similar,” one of the Jem’Hadar rumbled.

“Shut up,” the other one said.

“No, you shut up. I was just trying to explain…”

“Don’t speak to her. You remember what we were told. The more we speak, the more…”

“You all don’t sound like Jem’Hadar at all,” Browning said.

“Please, do not upset them,” Chaka said cooly. “Just do as they say.”

“What’s this about, Chaka?”

“We really must go to the Command Center,” Chaka said. “All will be made clear.”

“Something’s not right about this, Mom,” Plato said, grabbing for Browning’s hand.

“Relax, sweetie,” Browning said. “Mommy has saved you from the Dominion before, remember?”

“Vaguely,” Plato said, shrugging as the group approached a large pair of double doors.

One of the other Jem’Hadar tapped a sequence into the door panel, and it slid open.

The trio of Jem’Hadar pushed Browning, Plato, and Chaka through the doors into the dimly lit bridge, where other Jem’Hadar worked at upright consoles.

At the center of the bridge, broad figure stood, and turned. His face was smooth, almost featureless, like all the other Changeling’s she’d met. But he didn’t have that suspicious look that most of them had. His face was kind, gentle. And, oddly enough, he wore a tropical shirt and bermuda shorts. The tropical shirt was open halfway to reveal a rippling chest.

“Ah, Doctor Browning!” the Changeling said, stepping forward to shake Browning’s hand. “It’s a delight to see you again! I hope you’ll be able to help us out.”

“Have we met?” Browning asked, taken aback by the man’s kindness.

“Yes, briefly.” He smiled. “I’m one of The Hundred, sent hundreds of years ago to explore the Alpha Quadrant. But you may remember me by my given name. I am Pogo.”

Browning’s eyes widened. “The guy from the Breen circus?”

Pogo bowed. “One and the same.”

“What are you doing here?”

“Quite simply,” Pogo said. “We want to forge a kinder, gentler Dominion. Me, and my nice Jem’Hadar friends.”

Browning glanced around. “Nice Jem’Hadar?”

The three Jem’Hadar who’d escorted her dropped their rifles, waving gleefully. “Yes! Hope we didn’t scare you too much,” the one who’d been known as Gaff’igan said. “I swear, Banan’aram almost ruined it with his little attempt at smalltalk.”

“Oh, stop it,” Banan’aram said. “You know Bel’bivdevo was trying to make me laugh.”

“I have no explanation for this,” Chaka’kan said, looking around at the other Jem’Hadar. “But suffice it to say, I am deeply disturbed.”



“Sorry I’m late,” Richards said, ducking into the dimly-lit Stellar Cartography room, where a massive starmap dominated the far wall, with blinking readouts and scrolling text indicating the various star systems on the map. “I was trying to convince Joan Redding not to do a crippling expose on us.”

“I’d be happy to cripple her for you,” J’hana growled.

“At ease, Lieutenant!” Richards said sharply, then turned to Tilleran, who was standing at the main console, reviewing the starmaps. “Well, do we have an ion trace on them or not?”

“I’ve been studying the telemetry from the Orleans,” Tilleran said. “And so far, we have a vague idea of where the Dominion cruiser might have been headed.”

“Where?”

“Well, it’s difficult to say. The Dominion are awfully secretive about their territory. The maps we have now are a lot better than what we had when we were first assigned to the Gamma Quadrant, but there are still major holes.”

Richards sighed and leaned against the mapping console. “A best guess, Tilleran?”

“Well, they’re heading deep into the Dominion. My guess, they’re heading for the Changeling Homeworld..”

Richards gaped. “To do what?”

“I’m not a mind reader, Commander.” Tilleran paused. “Okay, I am, but not from this distance. Even I’m not that good.”

“Well, at least we have a lead,” Richards said. “And that’s something.”

“Bridge to Richards,” came the voice of Lt. Commander Hartley.

“Go ahead.”

“We’re coming up on the Bajoran Wormhole. General Kira’s on the comm asking us what our business in the Gamma Quadrant is. Something about treaty violations or somesuch. She sounds pissed. What should I tell her?”

Richards gave a small grin. “What would you like to tell her?”

“Say no more, Commander. I’ll take care of it!”

“I guess we won’t be visiting Deep Space Nine anymore,” Tilleran said.

“Suits me,” Richards said. “Last time I was there I got sick from the Klingon food and lost three bars of latinum at the Ferengi casino.”



“Polar bears!” Steffie cheered as she ran into the Baxter house, Peterman chasing behind, clutching Boomer and Starbuck by the leashes.

“Yes, I know, the polar bears were very cool,” Peterman said. “The zoo trip was a great idea. Remind me to thank Daddy the next time we see him.”

Steffie bounded onto the couch, rolling on her back and giggling as Peterman sat down beside her.

“No more pushups!” she giggled.

“Right. No more pushups,” Peterman said. “Now be a nice, quiet girl while mommy turns on the holovision. They’re supposed to be interviewing Deanna Troi about her new book on Afternoon Chat, and mommy wants to revel in her hatred.”

“…you’re watching Afternoon Chat, on the Associated World’s Network. I’m Sal Trish, with a special news break.”

“Does that woman ever sleep? She does the morning show, the afternoon news, and a nightly political talking heads thing,” Peterman said, shaking her head.

“…the Deep Space Nine listening post reports that two Federation Citizens were abducted recently by a rebel Dominion faction in the Gamma Quadrant. Sources at Starfleet External Affairs refused to comment, but a source who asked that his name not be used tells us that a Federation Starship, the USS Explorer, was seen heading into the Bajoran Wormhole just moments ago, likely in pursuit of the kidnap victims. We’ve just received confirmation on the two missing persons…they are Doctor Janice Browning, and her son, Plato, both of the same USS Explorer.”

Peterman watched, holding her hand to her mouth, as a picture of Browning stuffing her face at a pie-eating contest, with the words “file photo” written below appeared next to Sal Trish.

“Another abductee has been revealed to be a Jem’Hadar soldier who was serving aboard the Explorer for unknown reasons. Our own Joan Redding is currently aboard the Explorer, where just yesterday she interviewed its current commander, Chris Richards. We haven’t been able to establish contact with Joan yet, but promise to keep you apprised as soon as we do.”

“Holy crap. Andy’s going to be pissed about that ‘current commander’ bit,” Peterman muttered, and reached for the companel.

“…and finally, closer to home, the USS Republic, a Starfleet Academy Training vessel, has disappeared while on assignment in Sector Zero-Zero-Four. The ship was attached to the ‘challenge’ program, which helps wayward cadets achieve success while attending the Academy. Again, we’ll keep you posted on any developments in this and other stories throughout the day. But now, back to Afternoon Chat, with your host, the Starship Voyager’s Emergency Medical Hologram…”

The holovision continued to play, but nobody was around to watch it, as Peterman was already out the door, clutching Steffie in her arms.



“I’m going to say something,” Harold Raines said, easing forward in his rocking chair and staring out his living room window.

“I really wish you wouldn’t get so worked up about this,” Harold’s wife, Maude, said. “You’ll just inflame your agita again, and you know what the doctor said…”

“It’s ludicrous! It’s a clear, blatant violation. And someone should say something!”

“You’ll just end up getting in another spat, and you’ll need another lurizine injection, Harold. Relax, watch Afternoon Chat with me.”

Harold leaned up, and ambled toward the door. “Nope. No way. I’m going to say something.”

“Harold, please! Your artificial spine!”

Ignoring his wife’s please, Harold Raines grabbed his cane and shuffled onto his front porch, and down the stairs, rounding into his side yard. He stumbled toward the offending object and shook his cane at it. “Look here! I want this thing off my yard now!”

“Sorry, Mister Raines, can’t talk!” Counselor Peterman said, jogging up the stairs that led into the belly of the USS Escort. Moments later, the stairs folded up, and the hatch grinded shut.

“Oh, just too busy for me, eh, too important!” he railed, shaking his cane, beating it against the Escort’s wing. “Well, get out of here! Away with you.”

Suddenly, Raines heard the vibration of the scout ship’s engines, and was nearly knocked backwards as the relatively large ship lifted off the ground and pivoted, sailing off into the sky.

“Harold, what happened?” Maude asked, appearing at the door.

“I gave those Baxters what for!” Harold exalted proudly. “And they ran! I gave ’em what for, and they ran like hell! Whoo hoo!”



“Are we crashed yet?” Cadet Mathers called out, and Baxter rolled his eyes as the escape pod plummeted.

“No. Just be patient.”

“I thought we’d crashed,” Wembly said from beside Baxter, drawing her knees up to her chin, tugging at her harness. “Why’s it taking so long?”

“Because we’re doing an orbital turn so that…” Baxter shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

“I’ll say one thing,” Blot muttered, staring at Baxter across the cramped lifepod. “You’re not the weak-willed idiot you were when I taught you.”

Baxter blanched. “Um, thanks Professor. That means a…”

“You’re a strong willed idiot. But you’re still an idiot!”

“Thanks.” Baxter glanced at the telemetry screen. “All right, everyone brace yourself.”

Wembly dug her fingers into his arm. “We’re gonna die!”

“No, we’re not,” he said patiently. “This is all just part of the…”

SLAM! SLAM SLAM SLAM!

Baxter’s stomach did flips as the pod hit planetside roughly and then tumbled end over end several times.

What seemed like an eternity later, he found himself hanging from his seat, over Blot and Mathers, his limbs dangling. “We’re on our side,” he muttered, wincing as his harness cut into his shoulder.

“What do we do?” Wembly squeaked.

“We remain calm,” Baxter said, twisting in his seat and unbuckling his harness. “Just don’t move.” He flipped down, narrowly avoiding kicking an unconscious Blot in the head. Then he braced himself on the side of the pod and helped Wembly unhook her harness, letting her down.

He then hopped down to the “bottom” of the pod, which was once its side, and helped unhook Mathers.

“The atmosphere is liveable,” Baxter said, pulling a panel open and cranking a lever, which pumped the pod’s side hatch open. “Barely. Just climb out and give me some room.” He knelt by Blot and shook him. “Professor, are you okay?” When he got no response, he gently slapped him. “Professor Blot?” He slapped him again, a little harder.

The Bolian’s beady eyes snapped open. “Stop hitting me!”

“I thought you were…”

“No, unfortunately, I’m still alive,” Blot said as Baxter hoisted him and dragged him out of the pod, onto the smoky, rocky surface of Oh-two Beta. He leaned up and looked around. “All right, folks, welcome to Planet Hell.”

“Can we call it something else?” Mathers asked, rubbing his head.

“Call it whatever you want,” Baxter said. “For the moment, it’s home.” He reached back into the pod and yanked out a medkit and tricorder. Then he flipped open the tricorder and turned it in a slow arc. “Yep. There’s a cave ahead that way, forty meters.”

Wembly crept up close to him. “Can you find the others?”

“I’m not reading anything, but the ore in this planet’s crust is interfering with sensors.”

“Uh-oh,” Mathers gulped.

“That’s not a bad thing,” Blot growled. “It’s probably going to save our butts.”

“We don’t want Ficker to be able to track us,” Baxter explained. “But we need to get to shelter.” He lifted the medkit and cracked it open, pulling out a pair of hyposprays. He tapped a combination into one of them, pressed it into his arm, then handed it to Wembly. “Give yourself a shot, and then Mathers. That’ll help us breathe in this planet’s atmosphere.”

While Wembly did as she was told, Baxter turned to Blot. “I’m going to give you the same shot, plus a pain suppressor and something to help you walk, okay?”

“Why not just leave me here to die, Baxter?” Blot asked. “It would be fitting, dying at your hands.”

“Why would it be fitting?” Baxter asked. “And why are you being such a hardass?”

“Do I need a reason?” Blot sneered.

“No, I spose not,” Baxter said, pressing the hypo into the Bolian’s arm.

“So what’s this all about?” Blot asked. “This Ficker character, is he after you for a reason?”

“A little misunderstanding among fellow cadets,” Baxter said.

“Back when you were at the academy? The thing in the asteroid field?”

“It’s not important why Ficker is after us, and besides, it’s a much longer story than that.”

“Humph. My apologies,” Blot harrumphed. “Pardon me for wanting to know why our lives are in jeopardy.”

“Nobody’s lives are in jeopardy,” Baxter said quickly, even as Wembly and Mathers started to cringe. He slung an arm around Blot’s shoulder, and handed him the medkit. “Now let’s get to the caves.”

As the group moved, Baxter used his free hand to tap his combadge. “This is Captain Baxter. Can anyone hear me?”

All he got in response was static.

“They’re on the other side of the planet, for all we know,” Blot said.

“We can boost the gain on the communicator,” Mathers said.

“You know how to do that?” Baxter asked.

“Sure. I’m taking Communications Two-Oh-Two, Improvisational Communication, as an elective.”

“Nice. As soon as we get to the cave, consider that your top priority.”

“Okay, Captain.”

“Aye.”

“You what?”

Baxter gritted his teeth. “No. A-Y-E. As in ‘Aye, Captain.’ It’s just what you say. I have no idea why.”

“Figures,” Blot muttered.

“Blot, if you don’t cut me an inch of slack, I’ll…”

“Captain Baxter?” a voice suddenly called over the comm.

Baxter smiled. “Now we’re talking. Yes. This is Baxter. Who am I talking to?”

“An old Academy buddy. Care to chat?”

“Ficker!”

“One to beam up, you bastard…”

And with that, Baxter vanished in a flurry of transporter particles.



“I’m gratified that you’re here,” Pogo said, handing Browning a glass of smoky gray liquid as she sat in a slate gray chair in a relatively spacious room that must have been the ship’s changeling quarters.

“You said that,” Browning said, sniffing the liquid, then giving it a sip. “Ahh, the Dominion version of bouillon.”

“It’s a nutrient mix. Not very tasty, but it’s all we can get the replicators to make.”

Browning glanced around the sparse room, which contained little furniture, and a few fake plants and art-deco sculptures, most likely for changeling imitation. “So you stole this ship?”

Pogo walked behind her. “Not at all. It was given to us. Rather, given to me.”

“The Dominion is generous,” Browning said, still not understanding. She took another sip. “Surprisingly, this stuff is growing on me.”

“It had nothing to do with generosity.” Pogo moved in front of Browning and knelt to face her. “This vessel was given to me so that I could put as much distance between myself and the Dominion as possible.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m a disruptive force. Surely you’ve seen my protests, watched my documentary feature, read the newsletter…”

“Afraid not. I’m not very newsy.”

“Suffice it to say, I hold views not popular among the other Changelings. I protested the Dominion War. I argued that the Dominion was ensuring its own extinction by stubbornly holding on to a tradition of hatred, fear, and dominance.”

“Well, they are called the ‘Dominion.’”

“That doesn’t mean they have to act like it,” Pogo said, a little harsher than he would have liked. “I’m sorry. I feel strongly about this.”

“You know, come to think of it, I remember Christopher telling me about this, when he was with you in the Breen Circus.” Browning cocked her head. “Which begs the question…why aren’t you there, leaping from a trapeze, instead of here trying to overthrow the Dominion?”

Pogo stood stiffly. “I do not want to overthrow the Dominion. I just want them to listen to me.” He turned away. “After Christopher’s crippling accident, I left the Circus. He was my only friend in the troupe, and I had trouble getting along with the others. The revelation that I no longer fit in among the solids led to my return to the Gamma Quadrant.”

“Sorry,” Browning said. “I still feel guilty about causing that fall.”

“It led me down a crucial path, both in my existence, and in that of the Dominion. You’ve nothing to apologize for, at least not to me.”

“I did mend Christopher’s bones, so he has nothing to complain about.”

Pogo nodded, if only to be polite. “At any rate, when I arrived at the Founders’ homeworld, I was met with suspicion and mistrust. They told me I was an embarrassment and sent me on my way, along with some of their so-called ‘defective’ Jem’Hadar, presumably to assist me and keep me company.”

“I’m surprised at their reaction,” Browning said, sipping from her smoky cup. “Odo is one of their most trusted leaders, and he was one of the Hundred too, wasn’t he? And didn’t he fight against the Dominion in the war?”

“Yes, but he wasn’t organized. He did not have a newsletter, or flyers, or rallies. Or a logo.”

“Pogo has a logo,” Browning said, and giggled in spite of herself.

“I’m told Odo was the lone dissenting voice in the Link,” Pogo said. “That he wanted them to embrace me, welcome me back. But they’d have none of it. I was banished.”

“That’s very sad, Pogo, but what do you expect me to do about it? Or Plato, or Chaka for that matter?”

“I need to speak to the Founders again, to make them understand. There are others out there, others of the Hundred who deserve to be welcomed back. And the Jem’Hadar have so much to learn from Gaff’igan and the others.”

“So go. You know where your homeworld is, right?”

Pogo nodded. “But they’ll simply turn me away again. Possibly with force this time, as the Founders seldom render a verdict twice.”

“Still not seeing where we can help you.”

“You’re vital,” Pogo said, and knelt in front of Browning, taking her hand. “You’re absolutely crucial. You’ve got to tell your son…tell your son to tell the Founders…to listen to me.”

“And…if that doesn’t work?”

Pogo stood, letting Browning’s hand go, and stepped back. “Then I’m afraid I’ll have to resort to threats…”



Acting Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58013.3. We’re on a routine science mission in the Kyatra sector, exploring a series of unusual gravimetric flux patterns along the sector border. Lieutenant Commander Tilleran reports that we’ve collected some fascinating sensor information, which may lead to new discoveries in the fields of plasmics, subspace physics and…oh for Pete’s sake, I can’t do this. Forget about it.



“You didn’t even try,” Lt. Commander Hartley said, sitting beside Richards in the command area on the bridge.

“I guess I’m a bad liar,” Richards said. “We just won’t have a log today.”

“Suit yourself,” Hartley said. “But I’m not sure how many times Starfleet will let us blow of our orders and go off half-cocked on some reckless mission.”

“I assure you, Commander, I’m fully cocked,” Richards said, which drew a loud snort from J’hana. “And that’s enough out of you, Lieutenant!” Richards snapped without looking back.

J’hana recovered from her chuckles long enough to glance at her panel. “Commander, vessel on approach, at the outside of our scanning range. It’s Starfleet registry, and closing on us quickly.”

“The Orleans,” Richards said, leaning forward in his chair. “Sullivan probably wants to know why we’re getting in the way of her rescue mission.”

“If there even is a rescue mission,” Hartley said wryly.

“She’s hailing us,” J’hana said.

“I’m sure she is. Put her on screen.”

The viewscreen shifted from a view of the approaching Orleans, to a purse-lipped Emily Sullivan. She stood, arms folded, at the center of her bridge.

“Commander,” she said curtly. “What are you doing here?”

“Looking for a really good Thai restaurant. Can you help me?”

“Seriously.”

“I’m looking for Janice. And Plato, and Chaka’kan.”

“How noble. Does Starfleet Command know you’re out here?”

“In fact they do,” Richards said. “They sent us with their blessing.”

Sullivan rolled her eyes. “Can I call and confirm that?”

“Oh, why waste their time,” Richards said. “We’ve got a rescue mission to get to.”

“We’ve been re-tracing the course of the Dominion cruiser that nabbed your friends. Whoever’s running that ship doesn’t know how to mask ion emissions. We’ll find them shortly.”

“We’ll join you,” Richards said.

Sullivan unfolded her arms and put them on her hips. “I didn’t ask for a sidekick, Commander.”

“Those are our people out there, Captain,” Richards said. “We’re going to help you get them back.”

“Why can’t you just let us do our jobs?” Sullivan asked. “We know what we’re doing.”

“Because…” Richards groped for a reason beyond “Because it’s Janice,” but he kept drawing blanks. “Because two are better than one!”

Someone off to the side of Sullivan’s bridge chuckled, and quietly said, “He’s got you there, Captain.”

Sullivan gritted her teeth. “You know, I outrank you, Commander.”

“You came from the Secondprize, didn’t you?” Richards said. “Captain Baxter’s old ship?”

“Yeah.”

“If a few of the people from the Secondprize were trapped on some Dominion ship, would you trust anyone else to go get them back?”

“You mean other than Baxter?” Sullivan thought about it. “No question.”

“Then it’s settled. Partners?”

“I nearly blasted your ship to bits last year,” Sullivan said, rubbing her chin. “Shame about that.”

“Captain, time’s running out,” Richards said. “The ion trail…”

“Let’s go then.” Sullivan turned and headed back to her command chair, and sat down. “I’m ready when you are. Just give the word.”

“You mean…?”

“Take the lead, Commander. It’s your show.”

“It’s a really big show,” Hartley said quietly from behind Richards.

“I have no idea what that means,” Richards said, then pointed at the viewscreen. “Lieutenant Madera, coordinate with the Orleans helm. Lay in a course to intercept the Dominion cruiser’s emissions, and let’s go.”



Baxter materialized in a dark room, and for what seemed like forever, it remained that way.

“Hello,” he said tentatively. “Ficker?”

He was met with nothing but a soft echo off the walls of what sounded like a decent-sized room. It could have been a meeting room or a…

The lights came on full, blinding Baxter. When his eyes finally adjusted, he squinted and looked around. A brig.

A security field crackled in front of him, as double doors opened to the right, and Alvin Ficker strolled in, a padd tucked under his arm.

“Good morning, Baxter!” Ficker said amicably, and stepped up to face Baxter’s cell. “How’s the field trip?”

“Fine. I’ve discovered a new kind of asshole. I can’t wait to report back to Starfleet about my findings.”

“Nice to see you’re still trying to bring me down to your level,” Ficker said. “Some people never change. I, on the other hand, am seeking to raise the bar.”

“Oh, don’t give me that crap,” Baxter said, standing and heading up to the forcefield. “I don’t know what you’re doing, but I’m damned sure it has a lot to do with stroking your ego, and very little with anything that’s remotely constructive.”

“This is a fine ship I’m commanding, isn’t it?” Ficker asked, looking around. “It’s quickly become something of a home.”

“Until Section Thirty-One rips it out from under you in the middle of the night.”

“They won’t do that,” Ficker said.

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because Roddick visited me, just like he visited you. He told me to use the ship in good health. And, apparently, he wished me luck making your life a living hell.”

“I’m not sure who I hate more right now.”

“I told him I’d do no such thing. That I have far grander plans in store for the Idlewild than making your life hell. It would simply be a pleasant byproduct.”

“Yes, right, I hate you more,” Baxter muttered. “So what, you gonna turn this ship into a mobile talk show studio?”

“Oh, no,” Ficker said. “I’m done with show business. What a pointless exercise, the talk show routine. Trying to change the minds of the masses. It’s foolish to expect to effect any real change that way. No, you definitely have to start with a few small, fresh minds. Minds you can influence. Minds that will follow you to the ends of the galaxy, if they’re convinced you’ll take them where they want to go…”

“What the hell are you blabbing on about?” Baxter demanded.

“A new kind of ship. Starfleet in design, but only in design. It’s a ship for rejects. But not the fools and imposters aboard the Explorer and Aerostar. This is a ship for real rejects. For officers Starfleet doesn’t care about anymore, who were just dealt a bad hand.”

“And just where did you get these…rejects?” Baxter said, inwardly bristling that someone would suggest his people weren’t real rejects.

“Oh, I assure you, they all came aboard of their own free will,” Ficker said, pacing in front of Baxter’s cell. “I recruited them, one by one, with the promise of a better life. Of responsibility, leadership. These are things Starfleet can’t give them.”

“Starfleet gave them to me. I earned them. So did Dave Conway, and all the people on our two ships.”

“You’re fakers!” Ficker said, whirling. “Each one of you doomed to your substandard lives not because you were dealt a bad hand, but because you’re selfish, careless, stupid, and arrogant. Look at you, Baxter. You’re repeating Command Decisions because you took the Explorer off assignment to run around trying to find the secret to godhood…”

“First of all, how did you know I’m taking an academy class?”

“I read the alumni newsletter,” Ficker sneered.

Baxter stomped his foot. “Damn! Why’d they print that!” He shook his hands out, gathered his wits. “And anyway, that’s not what I was doing and you know it. I wouldn’t have had to go on the run if you hadn’t kidnapped Anna Kimmel to begin with, and don’t you think for a minute I’ve forgotten that. Don’t think we’re finished on that count by a long shot.”

“Quit your posturing,” Ficker said, and turned. “Oh, by the way, where is the lovely Anna? Inquiring minds want to know.”

“Far away from here,” Baxter said. “Somewhere you’ll never find her.”

Ficker nodded. “You don’t know either, then. Fine, I can live with that.”

“Let’s skip to the end, Ficker,” Baxter said. “What do you want to do? Fight me, shoot me? Blow me out of an airlock? Let’s just get on with it.”

“I’m planning nothing of the sort,” Ficker said. “I thought it was quite clear that I want nothing to do with you. You just happened to be aboard the Republic, with all those other good souls. An unfortunate reality I now have to deal with.”

“Wait, so you want…”

Ficker smiled broadly. “New recruits. Young minds not brainwashed by Starfleet yet.”

“You sure got off on the right foot with them,” Baxter said. “By coming at them with both barrels blazing…”

“I was quite careful not to actually hurt anyone on the ship,” Ficker said. “And I could care less what happens to the Republic. All I care about is what’s…who’s…inside.”

“They’re Starfleet Cadets. Willingly or unwillingly, you can’t just take them. What makes you think they’ll even listen to you?”

“They’re watching an orientation video right now,” Ficker said, stepping back to the double doors of the brig. “After that, it’s their decision whether or not they want to join me. Anybody who wants to stay behind with you, on the surface of Oh-two Beta, is welcome to.”

“Nice, thus leaving us for dead.”

“A rescue ship will come along,” Ficker said. “And we’ll be long gone.”

Baxter nodded gently. “Leaving me alive is the worst mistake you could ever make, Ficker, you know that?”

“You need to grow up, Baxter. It’s high time you behaved rationally, don’t you think?” Ficker asked..

“No,” Baxter said quietly.

“Well, I wish I could stay, but I’ve got places to be. Why don’t you watch a little film while you wait, to help pass the time?” Ficker smiled gently and headed out of the brig.

As Ficker left, the screen on the opposite wall from Baxter’s cell glowed to life.

There was Ficker, in the command chair, smiling.

“Hello,” he said. “I’m Alvin Ficker, Captain of the Non-Aligned Starship Idlewild. Why Non-Aligned, you may ask? Simple. I’m here to help you! And the kind of help you need, Starfleet can’t give.”

The view of the bridge cut to clips of Ficker working on science experiments with other Starfleet officers in a lab, giving orders in engineering, showing dense-looking security officers how to fire a phaser on a target range, then, for some odd reason, climbing a mountain.

“Let’s face it. We all hit a bump in the road from time to time. It just so happens that some of us hit those bumps more often than others.”

The image changed to another montage, this time of a starship crashing into a planet, a space station exploding, a sun going nova, and a crowded village running from a raging rock monster.

“These are just a few of the…setbacks…experienced by my valued crew,” Ficker said, once again pictured on the bridge. Baxter could see a few officers he didn’t recognize moving behind him. “But we need more people. That’s where you come in. You’ve been hand-selected to participate in a grand experiment. Are so-called ‘rejects’ unable to serve as valued members of the Starfleet community? Or do they have more to contribute than just being Redshirts? Which, as we all know, is just another word for phaser fodder.” He turned in his chair, leaning his chin on his fist. “Let’s discover your true potential. Let’s push your skills to the limit. The alternative is that you spend your Starfleet career as an Ensign, forever taking orders from commanders who really aren’t that much smarter than you. What I offer you is training, responsibility, and a real opportunity to one day command your own ship.”

He gave the camera one final winning smile. “All this and more is just a comm away. Won’t you join us?”

Baxter blanched as the viewer mercifully switched off. “Oh, for f***’s sake…”



“Plato, this is Pogo,” Browning said, shifting nervously behind her four-year-old, who was, for all intents and purposes, much more like a teen.

Plato nodded slightly, not forgetting for a moment, that in the back of the meeting room, a group of Jem’Hadar stood, weapons out, with Chaka at their side. Chaka was a great fighter, but he wouldn’t take on three Jem’Hadar, not until he felt he had a tactical advantage. Plato had faith in him, though.

“It’s nice to meet you,” Pogo said, leaning down to face Plato. He extended his hand. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

Plato refused the contact, and stepped back a bit. “The Founders told me about you. They said you were a traitor.”

“It’s just a difference of opinion,” Pogo said. “Something I wish I could explain to them, to mend our fractured relationship.”

“Why?” Plato asked.

“Because they’re my people. They are my family You realize how important it is, don’t you? Family?”

Plato shrugged. “I guess. If you like that sort of thing.”

“I do very much. Will you help me?”

Plato glanced back at Browning. “What am I sposed to do, Mom?”

“We’re just going to help Pogo convince the Founders to meet with him, that’s all. We’re not breaking any laws.” She stared long and hard at Pogo. “And we’re certainly not hurting anyone.”

“It can’t hurt for them to listen to you, I guess,” Plato said.

“I’m glad you see it that way. We’ll be at the Founders’ homeworld soon. I’m happy for your help.”

“Yeah, whatever…”

Several meters away, Chaka’kan looked on, flanked by the “nice” Jem-Hadar, Gaff’igan, Belbiv’devo and Banan’aram. “You realize this is a mistake,” he said.

“What makes you say that?” Gaff’igan asked.

“Because the Founders have ordered you and Pogo to leave the Dominion, and you’re defying those orders.”

“It’s not that simple,” Banan’aram said. “Pogo is a Founder too. And we’re bound by duty to follow him, to help him reach his goal.”

“But what of your goals?”

“My muffins are renowned throughout the ship,” Belbiv’devo said resolutely.

“There are only four of us on the ship,” Gaff’igan pointed out.

“Still. They are magnificent.”

Chaka nodded. “I’ve followed a similar path. Finding ways to victory that did not involve killing wasn’t easy.”

“Killing?” Gaff’igan asked. “What nonsense. Violence is not the answer.”

“Pogo told us that,” Banan’aram said.

“And you’ll pretty much do whatever he says, is that right?” Chaka asked.

“He is a Founder,” Gaff’igan said, as if that finished the conversation.

“And what have you been up to since we kicked you out of our group?” Bel’bivdevo asked conversationally.

“Learning about myself,” Chaka said slowly. “Learning what I am capable of. What we are all capable of, if we try.”

“Sounds boring,” Banan’aram said.

“Not by any means,” Chaka said. “Allow me to demonstrate.” And he took a step forward. The other Jem’Hadar raised their weapons, but before they could make another move, he’d disappeared, rendered invisible.

“Founder!” Gaff’igan called out. “The other Jem’Hadar…Chaka… he is gone!”

Pogo turned. “What do you mean gone?”

“He sheathed,” Browning said. “He’s in hiding.”

“No,” Pogo said, shaking his head. “I do not like this. Find him.” The Jem’Hadar stood and looked at each other. “Now!”

They nodded curtly at him, then headed for the door, sheathing as they went.

Pogo turned to a readout on the briefing room wall. “We’ll be at my homeworld within the hour. Whatever your Jem’Hadar is planning, I hope it’s peaceful resistance.”

Browning turned back and stared at the door, as Plato beamed excitedly, tugging on her arm. “I hope so too…”



Baxter was starting to drift in and out of sleep when it happened. The transporter beam took hold of him before he could protest and he was beamed away. Then again, he really had no reason to protest being beamed out of a brig.

Unless, of course, he was being beamed into space.

He soon found that was not the case as he materialized in a dimly lit cave, face to face with Professor Blot, who was reclined on a stone.

“About ferging time!” Blot snapped, easing up to stare at Baxter. “Do you have any idea what the hells is going on here?”

“I’ve got suspicions,” Baxter said. “Are you okay?”

“Aside from a bum leg, yeah, fine,” Blot said.

Baxter glanced around the cramped cave compartment. “Have you found any of the others?”

“No, I’ve just been sitting here by myself thinking of ways to kill you,” Blot said. “So far I’ve got strangulation, hitting you with a rock…”

“Snap out of it,” Baxter snapped. “Where are Colby and Nat?”

“The idiot twins?” Blot asked. “They beamed away much as you did, more than an hour ago. Now are you going to give me some straight answers about Ficker?”

“I told you, he’s still angry at me from some stuff that happened at the academy.”

Blot nodded. “Ah, so because of that, he commandeered a Sabre- class Starship that isn’t on any registry I’ve seen, and came after you while on a school field trip and tried to blow you to atoms, and kidnapped two academy classes, one of which is mine!”

“Oddly enough, I don’t think I’m the target,” Baxter said. “He’s angling for a moral victory. And yes, more stuff happened between Ficker and I since the academy. We had a few…run-ins. Did you see us on his talk show?”

“I don’t watch holovision. Rots the brain.”

“Figures,” Baxter said, and stared around the cave, pacing it like a caged animal. “We need to get out of here.”

“And out into the scattered ion storms on the planet surface? I don’t think so. We stay here and wait for rescue.”

“Not sure that’s gonna happen anytime soon,” Baxter said, as suddenly he once again felt the pull of a transporter beam. Then again…



“Contact bearing oh-three-five mark one-two-one,” Lt. Commander Tilleran called out, prompting Commander Richards to look up from the command chair.

“Is that our Dominion ship?”

“It’s a massive power surge,” Tilleran said, studying her panel. “And definitely coming from a Dominion ship.”

“How do we know it’s the ship carrying Janice and the others?” Hartley asked, leaning against the engineering console.

“The vessel is transmitting a signal over subspace,” J’hana said. “It looks like some kind of code.”

“Let’s have it,” Richards said, leaning forward.

“Red…skins…Thirty-Five…Cow…boys…Seven?” J’hana’s antennae twitched. “Peculiar.”

Richards stood up, a smile spreading across his face. “It’s not peculiar at all. It’s a signal from Janice, or Chaka. He’s trying to tell us something.”

J’hana’s hands scrambled over her panel. “More encoded messages. Cow…boys…thirty-three. Eagles…fourteen.”

“This is a football thing,” J’hana finally said.

“Yeah,” Richards said thoughtfully. “Chaka watched a few games with Captain Baxter on the holodeck before he went to the academy.”

“It’s more than just football,” Hartley said, her eyes widening. “Three-five-seven-three-three-one-four is a phaser frequency!”

“It is?” Richards said. “Brilliant.”

“Then obviously Doctor Browning was not responsible.”

“Shut-up, J’hana. Adjust our phasers to the new frequency, and have Sullivan do the same. Lieutenant Madera, increase speed to intercept the Dominion ship.”

“We may not even need the frequencies,” J’hana said. “I’m detecting a number of Dominion ships coming at the rogue ship from the opposite direction, weapons hot.”

“Let’s hope they’re as good at diplomacy as we are,” Tilleran muttered. “Getting Janice and the others off that ship won’t be easy.”

“Faster, Madera,” Richards said. He glanced back at J’hana. “You and Tilleran come with me. Lieutenant Commander Hartley, you’ve got the bridge.”

“Oooh, lucky me,” Hartley said, heading down toward the center of the bridge. As Richards passed, she glanced at him. “I guess I’d be wasting my breath if I gave you the whole”‘The guy in charge shouldn’t be the one to lead the away team’ bit, huh?”

“Yup,” Richards said, ducking into the turbolift. “Just disable the ship. We don’t want to hurt anyone over there. Well, not anyone who’s with us, anyway.”

“I’ll try to remember,” Hartley muttered as the turbolift doors closed.



“Thank GOD!” Peterman exclaimed, throwing her arms around Baxter as he stepped off the transporter pad, quickly realizing he was aboard the USS Escort. Blot limped down after him.

“Don’t I get a hug?” he grumbled.

“And you are?” Peterman asked, blinking.

“This is Professor Blot, my old professor from Command Decisions class,” Baxter said. “Remember how I said I liked him so much?”

“Not really.”

Blot looked from Peterman to Baxter. “This your wife?”

Baxter nodded, hugging Peterman’s waist.

“Wonders never cease,” he muttered, heading for the door.

“How’d you even know I’d gone missing?” Baxter asked, as Peterman led him out to the corridor.

“You were on the news.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, but the thing with the Explorer sort of took the top headline.”

“What thing with the Explorer?”

“I’ll tell you later,” Peterman said.

“You’ve got to circle back around to the planet,” Baxter said, quickening his pace to the Escort’s small bridge. “There are forty-some cadets and staff down there that we evacuated from the Replublic.”

“I already beamed aboard everyone I could find on the planet,” Peterman said. “Not exactly forty…”

Baxter blinked. “How many?”

“More like seventeen,” she said softly as Baxter bulled his way into the bridge, and found Nat Sparks at helm. She turned around.

“Orders, Captain?” she said a little uneasily, pushing hair out of her face.

“Get us out of here,” Baxter said. “And back to Earth, ASAP.”

Colby Mathers looked up from tactical. “The guy you went to the Academy with is looney.”

“Glad you think so,” Baxter said, stepping to the command chair as Peterman sat Blot down at the science/engineering console and went to look for a medkit. “Did you meet him?”

“We watched a holovid,” Sparks said. “He was kind of cute, but definitely crazy.”

“Well, I’m glad to see some of you have sense,” Baxter mumbled as Peterman knelt by Blot with her medkit and injected him with a hypospray. “So half of you actually fell for Ficker’s pitch?”

The cadets looked at each other worriedly, then turned to Baxter. “We can’t find Piper,” they said in unison.

“He wouldn’t have, I mean…”

“His fellow cadets threw him out a window every morning,” Mathers said. “What’s he got to go back to?”

“But…” Baxter stammered. “But he had to realize…he had to know going with Ficker wasn’t a bright thing to do.”

“If you haven’t realized it yet, people who get funneled into my class aren’t usually the best analytical minds,” Blot said, shaking his head.

“Maybe it would help if you didn’t berate them,” Baxter muttered. If Blot heard the advice, he gave no indication.

“I’ve got problems,” Blot said as Peterman injected him with a second hypo. “How in the hells am I supposed to grade them now?”

“Those medications should help, though you’ll need a check-up when we get back to Earth,” Peterman said, patting the Bolian on the leg.

“Does your wife usually fly around in a little ship and come around to save your ass?” Blot asked, cradling his knee and patting Peterman thankfully on the cheek.

“No,” Baxter said, leaning forward in the command chair. “Sometimes she takes the big ship.”

“These kids were very helpful,” Peterman said. “One of them is below watching Steffie. Another one is in engineering aligning the dilithium crystals. They’re quite responsible.”

“The crystals are out of whack again?” Baxter asked. “Damn, I thought we’d fixed that.”

Peterman stood up beside Baxter. “So what do we do now? How do we find Ficker?”

“We don’t,” Baxter said, sagging back into the command chair. “He’s cloaked. Likely long gone by now. With some of Starfleet Academy’s…well, okay, maybe not finest, but…some fine Starfleet cadets aboard.” He stared at the viewscreen, and its onrushing stars, thinking of Piper, and all the others that had gone to Ficker’s ship. “I’d say this time around, we definitely failed the test.”

“And we missed PT!” Mathers said excitedly, exchanging grins with Sparks.

“Well, as long as we’re keeping everything in perspective,” Baxter muttered.



“Stop doing whatever you’re doing!” Gaff’igan announced as he and the other Jem’Hadar unsheathed, running into the Dominion warship’s engine room.

“We know you’re in here,” Bel’bivdevo added. “Give yourself up, and we’ll go lightly on you.”

Chaka appeared suddenly before them, unsheathing. “Lightly? Don’t you see, all you know is light. You’re all soft.”

“Soft?” Banan’aram asked, looking at the others. “No we’re not. We’re just nice. Nothing wrong with that.”

“Yes there is,” Chaka said, advancing toward them. “You’re weak!”

“Watch who you’re calling names!” Gaff’igan snapped, and lunged at Chaka. “You’re just like us, after all!”

Chaka side-stepped the lunge, then brought a vicious uppercut up into the Jem’Hadar’s chin. Then tripped him and elbow-checked him into the floor.

“You think?” Chaka asked.

Bel’bivdevo and Banan’aram reached for their weapons, but Chaka planted his hands on the floor and kicked upward, catching them under the chin with quick kicks. As they reeled backward, he leapt on them, slamming them both headlong into the floor.

“VICTORY IS LIFE!” Chaka seethed, then lept to his feet and ran out of the room, sheathing as he went.



“My Jem’Hadar haven’t reported back,” Pogo said, looking around the conference room. “Something is wrong.”

“They should know better than to mess with Chaka’kan,” Plato said, folding his arms.

Browning rested her hands on Plato’s shoulders. “Chaka’kan isn’t that kind of Jem’Hadar, Plato.”

“Sure he is. He’s been teaching me to fight for months.”

“Only in self-defense,” Browning reminded him.

“That’s what this is,” Plato said, turning and looking at Pogo. “Self-defense!”

“This is not an attack,” Pogo said, stepping toward Plato. “It’s an act of necessity.”

“Get away from me. Don’t touch me,” Plato said, backing toward Browning.

“Relax, sweetie,” Browning said. “He’s not going to hurt you. No Changeling has ever harmed another…except that one time.”

“Yes, that catch phrase has lost some of its luster,” Pogo admitted.

Suddenly the deck shook, and Browning winced. “What was that?”

Pogo turned back toward a monitor. “Someone’s firing on us. The automatic systems are responding but…”

“What?”

“Our shields are failing fast,” Pogo said. He turned and looked at Browning. “It’s almost as if they know just where to hit us.”

Plato smiled wide. “Chaka!”

Pogo stepped toward Browning. “Two Federation Starships are heading toward us. They’re firing! You have to call them off!”

“They’re not going to destroy us. Not with me, Plato, and Chaka aboard.”

“You don’t understand!” Pogo said, gripping Browning by the shoulders. “I have to get back!”

Browning gently pushed Pogo’s hands off her. “What’s so important it can’t wait? Why can’t you just talk to the Founders over subspace?”

“Because…” Pogo said slowly. “What I want, I can’t get over subspace.”

“Peace…revolution? Overthrow?” Browning suggested, as more blasts hit Pogo’s ship, and it pitched woozily.

“No!” Pogo shouted. “I want the Great Link! I want to join with it!”

“Oh,” Browning said.

Suddenly the comm system flared to life. “Enemy vessel: This is Commander Megan Hartley of the Federation Starship Explorer. You’re hearby requested and required to stand the hell down, as of yesterday, or you’re going to find the nasty end of my quantum torpedo launchers. Capiche?”

“I wonder why she doesn’t command more often,” Browning said softly.

“Please,” Pogo said desperately, taking Browning’s hand. “Please, help me!”

“I’m not sure there’s anything I can do,” Browning said.

“Lay off my mother!” Plato snapped, grabbing Pogo’s arm. The Changeling turned toward him, eyes widening.

“You’re…I didn’t even consider…” Suddenly Pogo and Plato’s arms softened and intertwined, melting together. Pogo smiled, contentment washing over his face. “Yes…yes you shared so much with them, when you were in the Link.”

“I did?” Plato asked, staring at his arm. “Yeah, I guess I did.”

Browning felt Pogo’s grip loosen, but his hand was still wrapped around her arm. And then she felt something strange. She stared at Plato.

She could feel him. Understand him. Not his thoughts, really, but strong impressions. She didn’t think the Link worked that way, had no idea this was even possible, but suddenly, she felt all that Plato was feeling.

“Plato…” she said, reaching her free hand out to her son. “I had no idea!”

Plato stared at Browning, gaping. “Me neither…Mom. I’m….I’m sorry.”

“And I’m in ecstasy!” Pogo exclaimed.

“Okay, you’re really screwing up the moment,” Browning said, as suddenly the doors crashed open, J’hana kicking her way through.

“You didn’t even try the button,” Tilleran muttered, following J’hana in. “The room probably wasn’t even locked.”

Richards shouldered in between them both, phaser raised, aiming it at Pogo. “Stop right there whoever you…Pogo?”

“Chris?” Pogo asked innocently, gooily stretching between Browning and Plato, half turned to mush.

“You know this pile of goo?” J’hana asked, pointing with her phaser as Tilleran studied her tricorder.

“Amazing. There’s an incredible amount of kinetic energy building among them,” Tilleran observed.

Richards’ hand shook as he steadied the phaser on Pogo. “I don’t know how you’re mixed up in this, or why you’re doing this, Pogo, but detach yourself from them right NOW. Or I’ll blast you into a thousand snack packs.”

“Wait, Christopher!” Browning said. “It’s not what it looks like. He doesn’t mean us any harm.”

“Could have fooled me!”

“Don’t hurt him, Uncle Chris,” Plato said. “I’m Linking with him!”

“This is odd,” J’hana said. “Sir, recommend we shoot them all.”

Richards’ combadge chirped. “Hartley to Richards. You guys may want to clear out of there. A small fleet of Dominion ships just entered the system, and they don’t appear to be in the mood to talk.”

“Stand by,” Richards said, and looked at Browning. “Janice, what the hell is this?”

“You can’t let the Dominion capture Pogo,” Browning said. “You can’t!”

“Are you totally shnarzzled, Doctor?” J’hana asked calmly. “And where is your Jem’Hadar? Did you lose him again?”

Just then, as if on cue, Chaka unsheathed, barreling into the room. He lunged for Pogo, but J’hana grabbed him by the back of his neck, pulling him back.

“Stop him!” Chaka cried out. “Victory is life! Victory is life!”

“Did everyone here go nuts?” J’hana asked, looking at Tilleran, as she calmly held Chaka at bay by his scaly neck.

“I don’t know, but the sooner we leave, the better,” the Betazoid replied.

“If you leave me, the Dominion will exile me,” Pogo said. “Imprison me forever. And probably kill, or reprogram, the Jem’Hadar!”

“Christopher, do something!” Browning pleaded.

Richards worked his jaw around thoughtfully. “Explorer: Prepare for immediate beamout.”



Captain Baxter stood in his readyroom/quarters and stared out the window as the Escort streaked back toward Earth. He stared down at the report on his padd, which he’d been tried to construct three times. In none of the versions could he come up with a way of re-telling his recent experience with Ficker that didn’t make him feel like a complete moron. He’d lost, fare and square. Ficker had beaten him. And the worst part was, Ficker hadn’t even tried. Baxter hadn’t even been the target. The cadets were.

Helpless cadets, on a field trip, were now pawns in whatever Ficker’s twisted plan was. And that turned Baxter’s stomach.

He stared down at the padd, slapping it against his hand. He slapped it a little harder. A bit harder.

And then screamed, throwing the padd at the wall. He turned and kicked his desk as hard as he could, falling backwards and grabbing his foot, which suddenly hurt like hell. He fell back to the floor, pulling two chairs down with him.

He roared to his feet, pitching both chairs at the wall.

“FICKER!” he shouted, to nobody in particular.

Then he just stood there, breathing.

The doors to the readyroom opened, and Peterman stood in the doorway, holding a curious Steffie. “Are you about finished?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, and slumped over to his couch.

“Good, because Steffie thought a Gorn was attacking you.”

“Not this year,” Baxter muttered, putting his head in his hand. “He beat me. He f***ing beat me, Kelly!”

“Yes,” Peterman said, sitting down next to Baxter. “He did indeed. And you beat up our furniture. So it’s all even now, right?”

“Hardly,” Baxter said. “I’m not finished with Ficker by damn sight.”

“Don’t curse around our daughter, honey. You want her to be all irrational like Daddy?”

“Sometimes irrational is what’s needed,” Baxter said thoughtfully, and rose to his feet. “Sometimes rules are worthless. There were no rules in place to stop what happened today.”

“And do you think you could have done anything differently?” Peterman asked Baxter as he walked toward the door.

“No,” Baxter said. “But I do know, the next time I see Alvin Ficker, I’m going to kill him.”

Peterman laughed nervously. “You mean that like ‘ooooh, I could just KILL him!’ Right?”

“No,” Baxter said calmly. “I really am going to kill him.”

And with that, he walked out.



“Fire!” Richards ordered, staring at the listing warship on the viewscreen. The Explorer and Orleans launched into an array of torpedo shots, and the ship exploded violently, expanding outward in a cascading fireball that caused the Explorer to shake slightly.

“That was satisfying,” J’hana commented.

Browning stepped up beside Richards and took his hand. “Thank you, Christopher.”

“I’m surprised you’d say that,” Richards said. “Now Pogo and his friends will be without transportation.”

“We will survive,” Pogo said, stepping up on the other side of Richards. “And if the Dominion believes you destroyed us along with that ship, then they’ll stop looking for us. It was an ingenious idea.”

“I still don’t know why I’m helping you.”

“Well, whatever the case, thank you,” Pogo said. “If you can just take us to the nearest outpost, my associates and I will take it from there. Changelings are still respected, even in the outlands of this quadrant. We will be treated well.”

“Yes, and some of the planets that used to suffer under Dominon rule will want you dead,” J’hana said. “Just something to think about.”

“Thanks,” Pogo said, and looked at Browning. “Doctor, I believe you promised me a drink.”

“Yes,” Browning said, letting go of Richards’s hand. She hooked her arm in Pogo’s and led him to the turbolift.

“Don’t mention it,” Richards said quietly as he watched Browning and Pogo step into the turbolift.

“I never would have thought,” J’hana said as they left. “The quickest way to a woman’s heart is assault and kidnaping.”

“Don’t look at me!” Tilleran said, glaring at her.

“I was not,” J’hana replied standoffishly.

“Both of you shut up,” Richards said.

After a few moments’ silence, J’hana looked up from her panel. “Sir, the Orleans is hailing.”

Richards sighed and waved at the screen. “Whatever.”

Emily Sullivan appeared on the viewscreen, standing in the middle of her bridge, hands on hips. “So, want to tell me what that was all about?”

“Not really,” Richards said.

“Do I even want to know who all beamed aboard your ship?” Sullivan asked. She then stared up at the ceiling. “Face it, Emily. You’re an accessory to this. That’s what happens when you link up with idiots.”

“There are reasons for everything,” Richards said. “Thanks for your help. Mind smoothing things over with the Dominion? Thanks!”

“Wait a sec,” Sullivan said. “Just wait a damn…”

J’hana joyfully tapped a control, and Sullivan disappeared from the screen. “That takes care of that.”

“I’m going to take a nice long bath,” Richards said. “This mission’s left me feeling… somewhat unclean. You have the bridge, Tilleran.”

“Have fun,” J’hana said with a low growl.

Tilleran moved out from behind her console and headed to the front of the bridge. “Now you’re growling at me? J’hana, really, you need to stop. I thought we’d gotten past all this…”

“You’re right, of course,” J’hana said, and stepped out from behind her console. “If you’ll excuse me. I have to…go to the bathroom.”

“Sure,” Tilleran said, staring quizzically at the Andorian as she ducked into the foreward turbolift.



“Why did you attack us?” Gaff’igan asked, as Chaka’kan stood at the doorway of the lower-level conference room, Plato at his side. “You could have been a lot less rough, you know.”

Chaka said nothing, just stared at them.

Plato tugged his sleeve. “Hey, Chaka? Did you hear them?”

Gaffi’gan, Belbiv’devo, and Banan’aram sat around the conference table. In the back of the room, Ensign Adam Keefler stood, his phaser at the ready, on J’hana’s orders. Two other security officers were outside.

“He’s just a little shaken up from everything on the ship,” Plato explained. “We understand you guys didn’t really mean anything by kidnapping us.”

“We didn’t hurt you,” Banan’aram muttered. “But I have a bruise the size of a wambus rat! In a very nasty spot!”

Chaka pursed his lips and shook his head gently. “No,” he said finally, and turned for the door.

“Chaka?” Plato asked, as the Jem’Hadar walked out.

“What’s his problem?” Gaff’igan asked. “We’re trying to be nice, here! For the Founders’ sakes, that’s what we’re programmed to do!”

“I wouldn’t worry about it,” Plato said thoughtfully. “There’s, uh, a replicator over there if…oh right, you guys don’t eat. Oh well. Good luck avoiding Dominion patrols and whatnot. Later.”

“Nice boy,” Belbiv’devo said.



“Christopher! I need to finish my report. Do you have a moment?” Joan Redding asked, jogging to catch up with Richards as he moved down the corridor, with Kado, her cameraman, lumbering after her.

“Is this how you get your reports, Joan? You just lurk in the corridors until someone talks to you?” Richards asked over his shoulder, not slowing down his pace.

“When uncooperative subjects force me to, yes,” Redding said. “Now are you going to sit down and interview with me, or not?”

“I’d say ‘or not’ is a good bet. Let’s go with that one.”

“Why are you being so difficult?”

Richards whirled on his foot. “Because I am having a VERY DIFFICULT DAY!”

Redding took a step back. “I see. Well, then. This will have some impact on my report.”

“Report whatever the hell you want,” Richards said, and headed back down the corridor. “I could honestly care less.”



“We’re approaching Earth,” Baxter said, as Blot, Sparks, and Mathers stepped onto the Escort’s bridge. “You guys should get ready to beam down.”

“Does all this mean we don’t have class tomorrow?” Mathers asked.

Blot glared at him. “On the contrary, it means an extra long class. We’re going to talk about what went wrong with this trip, which will take a very long time.”

“I’ll have to get my mommy to write me an excuse,” Baxter muttered.

“You need to find that ship. Find Ficker, find my cadets, and get them back,” Blot said, waving a finger at Baxter. “You’ve got to.”

“First things first. We need to rendez-vous with the Explorer, find out what the hell happened in the Gamma Quadrant.”

“Don’t worry about coming back,” Blot said darkly.

“What, you’re kicking me out of class?” Baxter asked. “You can’t do that!”

“I’m not kicking you out, I’m giving you a ‘Pass.’ It won’t figure into your GPA, but I don’t think you were any kind of threat to make the Dean’s List anyway.”

“W-why?” Baxter asked, turning.

“You being in my class is ridiculous. You don’t need to be there. You’ve obviously been through a lot, learned a lot. You’ve even grown up…some. A very little bit. And you don’t need to be wasting time in my class.” Blot folded his arms. “Besides that, you’re a huge distraction. And I’ve been looking for a way to burn Admiral Nechayev for years.”

“You mean it?” Baxter asked, his lip trembling.

“Stop being such a sap.”

Baxter put out his hand. “I really don’t know how to thank you, Professor.”

“Start by not shaking my hand,” Blot said, backing away.

“I promise you, Professor, I’ll get those kids back.”

“I have no doubt things will unravel as they should,” Blot said. “They always do.” He chuckled to himself as he headed off the bridge.

Peterman stepped up next to Baxter. “Do you think he meant ‘unfold’?”

“No,” Baxter said with a smile. “I’m pretty sure he meant unravel.” He turned to Mathers and Sparks, who were huddled in the back corner of the bridge, whispering to each other. “Folks, I’m afraid the ride’s over. You need to get to the transporter room.”

“We’d rather not,” Sparks said softly.

“What?”

Mathers gave an uneasy smile. “We have a better idea…”



Commander Richards sighed and eased back into the hot bubbles, stretching out his legs in the tub and sighing. One of the nice things about being promoted to First Officer was getting a cabin with a tub. Richards tried to focus on that, instead of thinking about the fact that it used to be Dave Conway’s tub.

Richards closed his eyes, feeling the hot water soak him, soothe him. It had been a trying day, and all he wanted to do was…

“Surrender, weakling!” A steely hand wrapped around his throat and pushed him under water. Richards thrashed, kicked wildly, and was finally hoisted into the air, dangling above his tub.

J’hana stared at him, antennae twitching. “Are you busy?”

“How’d you get in here?” Richards croaked.

“You imbecile. I’m security. I can go anywhere I want.”

“Yeah, that was smart of us to set it up that way,” Richards muttered, feeling very fragile, dangling there in front of J’hana, stark naked.

“Get over your hopeless fixation with that woman, Richards,” J’hana said. “You’ll never have her again.”

“I don’t see how this is your business…”

“Because we have a good thing going here,” J’hana growled. “It’s noncommital, it’s not fussy. And I don’t need your human idiocy and foibles getting in the way of our good time.”

“Say, you do remember I outrank you, don’t you?”

“Irrelevant,” J’hana said, dropping Richards back into the tub. She quickly stripped her tunic off and peeled down her pants. “I’m teaching a class in the Sherli’buuth fighting style in twenty minutes. You must be quick. Not that you usually aren’t.”

And she leapt into the tub.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58016.6. The Explorer has arrived at Earth to reunite with the Escort, along with the rest of our merry band. I wish I could say my visit to Earth has been fun, but that would be a staggering lie.

I’m relieved to find Janice Browning, Plato, and Chaka in one piece after a run-in with a supposedly rebellious Changeling. I’m also eager to find out just how Chris managed to get Janice and the others out of that bind. Not that I’m shocked. When it comes to Janice, Chris always finds a way.

Speaking of finding a way, I’ve got to get down to Mirk’s. I have an initiation of sorts to get to…



“Natheena Anne Sparks…Colby Alphonso Mathers. I hearby grant you full membership on the crew of the USS Explorer, with all the rights, privileges, emotional luggage and drawbacks appertaining thereto,” Baxter said, standing on the small main stage of the Constellation Club.

Beside him, in full cadet uniform, Sparks and Mathers smiled weakly. Baxter handed them each a padd. “Cadet Sparks, you’re assigned to the Conn station. Mathers, you’re going to be assigned to Sciences. Your internship supervisors will be Lieutenant Madera and Lieutenant Commander Tilleran, respectively. They’ll be submitting reports back to Professor Blot on your progress, though I’m not sure he cares. Anyway, welcome aboard!”

“Fun,” Tilleran said, leaning against the bar and sipping her drink. “I get to babysit.”

“You’re in a foul mood,” Hartley noticed, hopping up on a barstool. “Any particular reason?”

“Just a vibe I’m getting,” Tilleran said. “Have you seen J’hana?”

“Nope. I guess she has somewhere better to be.”

“I guess so,” Tilleran said, and set her drink down, walking off into the crowd.

“Nice talking to you too,” Hartley muttered, and turned to the bar, where Mirk appeared, as he usually did, as if from out of nowhere, and polished its shiny reflective surface.

“Another mojito, petito?” Mirk asked with a grin.

“No, I think I’m good,” Hartley said, and leaned over the bar, pulling Mirk into a deep kiss. After a few moments, she pulled back and looked at him. “Mirk, no matter what happens between us…promise me that it won’t get weird.”

“I’m a superpowered bartender from the other side of the galaxy. I worship giant eyeballs, and may one day become one myself. I think if it’s not weird already, it’ll never be.”

Hartley stooped and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Thank gods…”



“We should be at the party,” Plato said, leaning his head on the table in Space Tastes, watching his mother swoop from kitchen to seating area, arranging, cleaning, tapping instructions into multiple pads.

“You can go a little later if you want,” Browning said. “But I was hoping you’d help me get the restaurant ready. I want to be able to serve breakfast in the morning.”

Plato looked up at Browning and gave a small smile. “Yeah, I suppose I can do that.”

Browning walked up to Plato and rested a hand on his shoulder. “I’ve been meaning to ask. Has Odo or any of the other Changelings talked about something like that happening before? A Changeling linking with a solid?”

“No,” Plato said. “Then again, you threw off the curve somewhat when you ate me then gave birth to me. I imagine you pretty much confound them.”

Browning reached down and took Plato’s hand, squeezing it. “Then if it’s me, why can’t we link now?”

“Maybe we need a full Changeling for it,” Plato said.

“Yeah,” Browning said, and sat down opposite Plato. “And the odds of finding one of those just got a lot worse.”

“Pogo will turn up again,” Plato said. “There aren’t many other Changelings out there that will tolerate him.”

“You like him?” Browning asked.

Plato shrugged. “I said tolerate.”

Browning bit her lip thoughtfully. “He was sort of…noble.”

“I’m just glad he helped us…he gave us what he did.”

Browning nodded. “Yeah. I…sheesh…I wish I could put things into words.”

“You don’t have to, Mom,” Plato said. “Let’s just say we understand things a little better now, and move on from there.”

“Does this mean you’ll let me fix you up with one of the nurses in Sickbay?”

“No!” Plato exclaimed with a laugh, and got up to head back to the kitchen. “Can I have some fharbus root?”

“Sure, but don’t load up. It’s past dinner time,” Browning said, and looked around her restaurant. “Gosh, it’s great to be back.”

“Hey,” Plato called from the kitchen. “Have you seen Chaka lately?”



“Mind if I sit down?”

Baxter sat alone at a corner table, sipping his rum’n grapefruit. He glanced up and smiled. “Sure, in your case I guess I can make an exception.”

Peterman sat, folding her hands on the table. “I can’t stay long. The Wolitzers only agreed to watch Steffie for an hour.”

“What, Chaka wasn’t available?”

“I couldn’t find him. He wasn’t answering his comm.”

“That’s odd.”

Peterman shrugged. “He’s been through a lot. I’m sure he’ll come around.”

“Do we even like the Wolitzers?”

“There aren’t many families left on the ship we haven’t alienated.”

“How could I have forgotten,” Baxter muttered.

“Are you going to talk to me at some point, or are you just going to continue to stew?”

Baxter looked up at her. “I’m talking to you now.”

“I mean about Ficker. What you said earlier?”

“That I hated him? Yep, you’ve discovered my dirty secret.”

“No,” Peterman said earnestly. “The other thing.”

Baxter stood up, straightened his uniform. “People say crazy things when they’re mad, I guess. Now if you don’t mind, I’m gonna go greet our new interns.”

And Peterman watched him walk off.



The sound of grinding metal was so loud it almost drowned out the holovision screen in the Explorer cabin.

“…which leads me to believe that the Explorer’s senior staff had little to no involvement in Bradley Dillon’s trip through time, other than being unwitting pawns,” Joan Redding said, reporting from the small office aboard her AWN transport ship. “Further, I was a bit disappointed to learn the Explorer crew aren’t quite the well-intentioned underdogs I thought they were. We hear so much about ships like the Explorer, full of misunderstood souls, who just need a second chance to succeed. For all those flaws, we never think of them as bearing any kind of ill will. But maybe we should.

“The Explorer crew are selfish people, bent on only satisfying their own needs, and have again and again shrugged off the missions Starfleet has given them to pursue their own agendas. Their judgments are clouded by emotions more wild and unpredictable than those of your average Starfleet officer. And when you’re commanding a 641-meter long vessel equipped with quantum torpedoes, you can’t afford to make irrational decisions.

“Then again, it’s not really our choice who gets these assignments. We can only sit back and hope Starfleet Command knows what it’s doing. But it’s this reporter’s opinion that the command staff of the Explorer are woefully misguided. When you let your emotions rule you, then chaos will surely follow…”

The grinding metal sound stopped.

Chaka’kan looked up from his blade, studied its edge carefully. Then he whirled, and flung it at the viewscreen. It embedded deep in the circuitry, shorting it out with a shower of sparks.

“People can change,” he said, and headed for the door.



THE END.



NEXT:



Being an Orion with a score to settle isn’t exactly good times. But being on the Explorer with a couple Orions with scores to settle is even worse. Luckily for the Explorer crew, these Orions aren’t exactly the sharpest tools in the shed.




It’s Not Easy Being Green



MONDAY



“Enjoying your crossword puzzle?” Counselor Peterman asked, sipping her Bajoran mint tea and looking over the breakfast table at Baxter, who was intent on his padd.

“I’m studying ship movements in the Teryallan Cluster,” Baxter said. “It’s a major thoroughfare for freighter traffic and it’s possible a cloaked ship could hide in their for weeks without being found.”

“So you’re still thinking about Ficker.”

“I’ve got to. He’s out there somewhere, and I’ve got to find him before he snatches any other wayward Starfleet officers and tries to recruit them into his insane little group.”

“Starfleet Intelligence has been notified about Ficker,” Peterman said. “They have ships out looking for him as we speak. Just let them do their job.”

“Taking Ficker out is my job, Kelly,” Baxter said, glancing up at Peterman. “Nobody else’s. He’s my responsibility.”

Peterman cocked her head. “How do you figure?”

Baxter glanced at the empty bread basket in the middle of the table. “Do you want any more muffins? I was about to go to the replicator…”



TUESDAY



“…that was a fun mission,” Counselor Peterman said, following Baxter as he left the transporter room. “It’s not every day you get to witness the admission of a planet into the Federation.”

“The Felkazoans are very special,” Baxter muttered. “They’ll make a fine addition to the…whatever.” Baxter stepped into a waiting turbolift car and turned around. “You coming?”

“Yeah, I guess,” Peterman said, stepping into the turbolift with Baxter.

“Bridge,” Baxter said.

“Where to next?” Peterman asked.

“Some contract negotiation with a gas processing company in the Braded Belt. It’s a few days away at warp six.”

“Contract negotiations. Gas processing. Sounds boring.”

“Richards is going to be handling most of it,” Baxter said. “He actually likes that stuff. Says it reminds him of when he was in the holovision business. Lots of posturing and bluster.”

“And what are you going to do?”

“Sit on the bridge and stare at the screen, I guess.”

“Andy, do you want to talk…?”

“Ya know, Kelly, I have a lot going on today, so….if you need me, just comm, okay?”

Peterman watched Baxter as he stepped off the lift onto the bridge and went right into the readyroom.

“Problem, Counselor?” Lt. Commander Tilleran asked from the command chair.

“No,” Peterman said. “Nothing I won’t solve eventually.”



WEDNESDAY



Baxter leaned against the bar in the Constellation Club. “Mirk, could I get a glass of your…”

“Hey baby!” Peterman replied, rising up from behind the bar. “What’s your pleasure?”

“What the hell are you doing back there?” Baxter asked, startled.

“Just dolling out victuals and advice, dearest.” She leaned forward on her elbows. “Now then, tell the barkeep your tales of woe…”

“What did you do with Mirk?” Baxter asked. “Honey, I swear if this is like the time you guys competed with the holdeck shows…”

“Oh, relax,” Peterman said, blowing out an exasperated breath. “I bribed him to take a walk with Megan in the arboretum…and walk my dogs.”

“Huh,” Baxter said. “In that case, I’ll have a rum ’n grapefruit.”

“That’s the spirit,” Peterman said, and turned to the replicator, punching up the order. She grabbed the glass as it appeared and handed it to Baxter.

“Thanks hon,” Baxter said, then headed to a table at the far corner of the club.

“You’re…welcome…” Peterman said, pursing her lips.



THURSDAY



“So the radiation spike just popped up,” Lt. Commander Hartley said, sliding down the Jefferies tube ladder with Baxter. “Regs say that any spike in this range needs to be reported directly to the Captain, so I’m reporting. Live with it.”

“Are we standing in the radiation right now?” Baxter asked. “Is this one of those ‘stay longer than five minutes and you die’ situations?”

“Actually, it’s more like five seconds, but don’t worry. It’s one more level down,” Hartley said, pulling out her maintenance tricorder. “Don’t be such a scaredy cat.”

“Yeah because a fear of deadly radiation is REALLY irrational,” Baxter muttered.

“Hold on a sec,” Hartley said, looking at her readings.

“Couldn’t you have brought Richards down instead? He DID used to be an engineer.”

“Don’t remind me. Hey…” She looked again. “There isn’t any radiation down there!”

“So why did the sensors in engineering go crazy?”

The hatch at their feet suddenly popped up and Peterman stuck her head out. “Hi Dear! Can we talk?”

Baxter stared at her. “Kelly?”

“I screwed with the sensors so you’d get called down here. Can we talk?”

“Permission to step on her head, Captain?” Hartley asked, raising her boot.

“Granted,” Baxter said, and walked off as Hartley laughed maniaically.

“I’m just trying to help you, sweetie!” Peterman called out as Hartley’s boot came down toward her forehead. “But don’t worry! I’m not giving up on you! I swear…”

Hartley stood their with her foot a few inches away from Peterman’s face for a moment, then thought better of it and put her foot down. “You know, I just can’t bring myself to do it.”

“That’s a relief,” Peterman said, squirming in the Jefferies tube. “Could you give me a hand out of here?”

“I can’t bring myself to do that, either. Later!” Hartley said and headed up the ladder.



FRIDAY



“Ahhhh…an afternoon on the Dallas Cowboys sidelines,” Captain Baxter said, as the crowd boomed around him in Texas Stadium, and coaches shouted instructions at their players. “Everything seems so much more serene here.” He walked up to a burly, white-haired man and clapped him hard on the back. “Hey, Bill! How goes it?”

The man, wearing a headset and carrying a clip board, stared at him. “Are you f****ing kidding me? We’re getting pounded by the Redskins!”

Baxter looked out on the field. “Yeah. It’s because your offensive line is terrible. You need a new right tackle. Want me to adjust the program?”

“What the hell are you talking about, kid?”

“Your right tackle.” Baxter pointed out on the field. “He’s getting beaten by the left defensive end. It’s all about his stance and footwork. He’s got good strength, but he’s ridiculously vulnerable to Strahan’s spin move.”

Bill nodded. “That does make sense.”

“You gonna do something about it?”

“Yeah. Security! Get this fool off my sideline!”

“Wait…” Baxter stammered as a pair of hands reached out and grabbed him by the shoulders. “This isn’t how it was supposed to go. You were supposed to put me in the game! I was gonna be your new right tackle!”

“Another time, sweetie,” a voice whispered in his ear. He turned to see Peterman dressed in a form fitting police uniform, complete with gun and handcuffs. Her ponytail swung cutely behind her official police hat.

“Are you kidding?”

“Let’s get you down to the holding cell,” Peterman said. “The handcuffs are your option.”

“Are you looking for sex here, or are you still trying to counsel me?”

Peterman shrugged. “A little of both?”

Baxter sighed. “Computer, end program!”

Texas Stadium faded to orange lines on black walls, and Peterman watched Baxter walk toward the holodeck arch. “But honey! I want to help you!”

“Then leave me alone for a while!” Baxter called over his shoulder and ducked out into the corridor.



“Center yourselves,” Chaka’kan said, standing opposite Plato, Howard Sefelt, Nat Sparks and Colby Mathers. “Envision your minds on a higher plane.”

They all stood their in their white robes, hands pressed together, eyes closed.

“Picture yourselves floating through the ether. You have command over all that you touch. You are one with the Universe, and eternity.”

“Hey, anybody using this medicine ball?” Lt. Madera called from the other side of the gym.

Chaka twitched imperceptibly and turned. “No. Take it. It was in the workout room, but somebody moved it in here. Please, take it back.”

“It wasn’t me,” Madera said, and stuck the ball under her arm. “These things are great for my abs.”

“Take it and go,” Chaka said.

“Fine, whatever. See you on alpha shift, Howie!”

“Bye-bye!” Sefelt waved.

Chaka turned back to his group. “Be silent, Lieutenant Sefelt!”

Sefelt shrunk back. “Ummm….okay. You remember your promise, Chaka. No sudden movements. No loud noises…”

“Yes. Your panic problem. I apologize.” Chaka shook his head. “Everyone, let’s return to our places of solitude. Concentrate, be at peace. Center yourselves.”

“Chaka,” Plato asked. “Why are your hands shaking?”

“No reason!” Chaka snapped. “Just concentrate! Be at peace!”



“It’ll be an easy deal. In and out,” Richards said to Baxter as they walked down the corridor toward the transporter room. “Once you meet with the Supervisor, you can come back to the ship. It’s just a meet and greet, before we start formal negotiations.”

Baxter nodded. “And you’re sure you know what you’re doing?”

“Yeah. The producers of Days of Honor used to have to negotiate with the actors about their compensation, and such. Same thing.”

“Except we’re dealing with a gas processing contract that could satisfy the Federation’s gaseous needs in this sector for the foreseeable future.”

“Gaseous needs. That just sounds bad,” Richards mused, as he stepped into the transporter room. “Anyway, It’s all just a matter of making everyone at the table happy. As long as there are no distractions, everything should be fi—AHHHHHHH!”

“What?” Baxter asked, as J’hana looked on, amused. “I asked J’hana to accompany us, just in case we need a little muscle.”

“I had requested Ensign Keefler,” Richards said, composing himself and stepping back onto the transporter pad.

“Well, J’hana was available, and she told me she was feeling antsy. Isn’t that right, Lieutenant?”

“Yes,” J’hana said, cracking her knuckles as she stepped up onto the pad next to Richards. She gestured for a pair of ensigns who stood behind her to join her on the pad. “I am eager to break something. Or someone. And Ensigns Albright and Taft can use the extra training.”

Richards sighed. “Great. Now I’m off my game. Energize, Ensign Yang.”



“I’m borrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrred!” Baxter said, washing his hands in the dingy bathroom at a particularly nasty bar called “Thorellos,” at the gas processing outpost on Glortimus Four. Everything on this planet looked rusty, old and metallic. It also had this “grandpa” smell that Baxter just couldn’t get out of his nostrils.

“Well, you could try covering your boredom just a bit,” Richards said. “Twice now the representatives from the gas processing consortium saw you nodding off.”

“You’re the one who said I had to be here to make nice,” Baxter said. “I’d just as soon be back on the ship.”

“Well, it would be rude for you to back out now. Just stay until we take a lunch break, then make up some reason you have to head back to the ship.”

“Why can’t I just make up a reason now?”

“Because…” Richards said. “Well, I dunno. I guess you could.”

“Good,” Baxter said, rubbing his hands together. “One potential warp core breach coming right up…”

“Glad you’re taking this thing so seriously,” Richards mumbled, following Baxter out of the bathroom.

“I have something on my mind,” Baxter said.

“Well, I’m not Peterman,” Richards said. “I’m not going to bug you about your problems until you talk about them. If you don’t want to talk about them, then we won’t talk about them. Meanwhile, we’ve got a mission to accomplish.”

“She doesn’t bug me,” Baxter said defensively. “Well, not until recently…and even then, she’s my wife. She’s supposed to bug me.”

“Then sit down and talk to her, because if I have to sit through another interrogation session between you and her on the bridge, I think I’ll pull my hair out,” Richards said. “Now let’s get back to these negotiations.”

“Are you all right, Chris?” Baxter asked as they threaded through the crowded bar, to the table in the back where negotiations with the gas processing consortium were taking place.

“I’m just…on edge.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“No more than you do,” Richards said, and sat back down at the table. “Now then, gentlemen, where were we?”

Baxter looked around the table, smiling politely at the pasty-faced Glortimans. “Folks, I’m sorry. I just got a call from my ship, and they desperately need me back aboard to handle a matter of some urgency…”



“Here. Drink,” the green man said, setting the cup down on the table with a thud and plopping into a chair opposite his drinking companion.

“I don’t feel like drinking,” the other green man said, pushing the cup away. “I’m planning.”

“Well, stop. It’s counterproductive, Sav.”

Thorello’s stunk more than normal tonight. Maybe it was because the outpost on Glortimus Four was built on swamps. Maybe it was because the clientele on Glortimus Four seldom showered.

“They’re here, Krem! That has to mean something.”

“It means we lay low, and wait for further instructions from the chapter headquarters. We don’t do anything to reveal our position or embarrass the Syndicate.”

“The Syndicate has embarrassed us. They’re the reason we’re in this position right now.”

Krem wrinkled his forehead. “I’d be careful who I said that to.”

“Are you suggesting you’re going to rat me out to the chapter chief?”

“Sometimes you just have to let go,” Krem said. “Noyo Potsran had a good run. He was a good boss. He just got tripped up, and Starfleet caught him. There’s nothing else we can do.”

“There’s one thing we can do,” Sav said, sipping his drink slow, as he watched the Captain talking to the gentlemen seated at the table in the far corner of the room. It was made up of a combination of gas processing administrators and officers from the Explorer.

“I suggest you stop your line of thinking,” Krem said. “What are we going to do? Walk up and shoot them? Just look at that Andorian. Do you really want to mess with her?”

“It’s not the Andorian I want,” Sav sneered. “Look at the bulbous one, the one standing. That’s their leader. Baxter. He’s the reason Noyo Potsran is off on a penal colony and not lining our pockets with latinum kickbacks.”

“Frelking Starfleet,” Krem muttered. “They keep showing up out here, this place is going to lose its bad reputation.” Older, more wizened, he often wondered why he even kept Sav around, save for the fact that he was younger, more agile. When a deal fell through, he could be depended upon to knock heads together. But when it came to what was within his own head…well, there wasn’t much.

“I don’t even know why they bother with colonies like Glortiumus,” Sav said as he sipped his drink, a boiling Bolian fizz. “What can this blasted planet have to offer the mighty Federation?”

“Besides being rich in rare fusion-producing gasses?” Krem replied. “Precious little. Then again, without any major wars going on, the Federation has to do something with its starships.” He stared at the Starfleet officers, fuming. The more he watched them, the angrier he got.

“Poor, bored Starfleeters,” Sav growled, kneading his napkin. “We should do something to help them pass the time…”

“Or we could just kill them,” Krem said thoughtfully.

“Huh?” Sav asked. “I thought you said it was too risky…”

“Shut up. A plan is forming. Do you still know someone at the concubine agency on this planet?”

“Well, yes, but it hardly seems the time for that sort of…”

“I don’t need her for that, you stupid geedub!” Krem snapped. “I just need some of her makeup…”



“How long has it been?” Ensign Len Albright asked, staring into the bathroom mirror and rubbing his eyes. “It feels like they’ve been out there talking for eight days.”

Ensign Gordon Taft checked his hair in the mirror. “It’s been more like eight hours. Why are you complaining? At least the food’s good.”

“You ate the food?”

“Don’t judge a restaurant by its appearance,” Taft said. “The sea serpent lung was particularly good.”

Albright cringed. “I…don’t eat lungs.”

“Don’t know what you’re missing.” Taft turned to Albright. “Look, man. Friendly advice from one ensign to another. Loosen up. J’hana can smell fear. And believe me, if she senses you’re at all uncomfortable, she’ll exploit that.”

“H-how?” Albright asked.

Taft leaned in. “Well, you didn’t hear it from me, but apparently she once pulled an ensign’s pants down in front of a delegation of Gorn power brokers, because he asked her to be assigned to a less risky detail.”

“T…that doesn’t sound so bad,” Albright said. “Heh…even kind of funny.”

“Yeah, well it’s all in the way she pulled them off,” Taft said.

“What do you mean?”

Taft put his hands at his waist, and then made a motion as if he were jerking his pants upward.

“You mean…she….”

“Right over his head, until they ripped altogether.”

“I never knew she was such a trickster…”

“And then used him for target practice with her phaser.”

“S-Stop! Just stop!” Albright insisted. “You’re just making things worse.”

Taft chuckled. “Well, buddy. Worse things could happen than the wrath of J’hana. I can’t think of many, but believe me, they’re out there!”

Suddenly the door pumped open and two Orions came roaring in. Each took and ensign, then dragged him into the nearest toilet stall and banged his head against the wall until he fell limp in the stall.

“This one didn’t flush,” Sav observed as he looked at Albright’s still body.

“Well, don’t be a brute. Flush for him,” Krem said, and started undressing Ensign Taft. “We’ll tie and gag them, and put them in the janitor’s closet. That should buy us all the time we need.”

“Why don’t we just kill them?”

“Because Orions can be merciful when we need to be. That’s what differentiates us from the Klingons and Andorians, you misbred idiot.”

“Yeah. I guess I understand.”

“Quickly, now. Let’s get these boys stripped and then get to work.”

“Something I thought you’d never say,” Sav muttered, and unzipped Albright’s tunic.



“…which is why you never mix Xordofron gas with Mechonen gas,” Zobel, the chief Glortiman negotiator said, pounding on the table as the other gas processors laughed.

Richards exchanged a nervous glance with J’hana, who seemed impervious to jokes altogether, and then chuckled politely. “That’s…funny, Mister Zobel. A real…gas!”

And then the whole table erupted into laughter.

“You are quite good at puns, Commander Richards,” Zobel said, and sipped his drink. “Has anyone ever told you that?”

“You did just now!” Richards said, clapping Zobel on the shoulder.

“Get me out of here,” J’hana muttered, nudging Richards’s leg under the table.

Richards leaned toward her. “It was your idea to come, J’hana.”

“So that I could harass you. I had no intention of being here this long, or being this excruciatingly bored.”

“Chat with your ensigns or something.”

J’hana looked around. “That provokes an interesting question. Where are my ensigns?”

“They went to the bathroom,” Richards said, turning back to Zobel. “Now then, about these excise taxes…”

J’hana stood. “They’ve been gone for some time. Something is not right.”

“You’re excused,” Richards said tightly. “At any rate, as I was saying…”

J’hana headed back to the bathrooms, dodging all manner of unscrupulous cellar dwellers–the exact type that were attracted to an outpost on a useless, disgusting gas-processing world. She liked this environment. She’d get to beat up criminals all the time on a planet like Glortiumus.

A quick glance told J’hana they were not in the hallway, nor were her ensigns anywhere else in the bar. So they must have gone into the bathroom.

She sighed heavily and knocked on the men’s room door. “Pardon me. Is an Ensign Taft or an Ensign Albright within?”

There was no response.

“That’s it. Nothing I haven’t seen before in there,” J’hana muttered and kicked the door open, charging in and withdrawing her phaser.

Other than a vicious stench, J’hana found nothing in the filthy green bathroom but nasty words written in Glortimese on the wall.

She tapped her combadge. “J’hana to Taft. J’hana to Albright.” Neither responded. “J’hana to Explorer.”

“Tilleran here. Are you having fun, Imzadi?”

“Do not call me that.”

“I’m…sorry. Must have slipped out. What can I…?”

“Ensign Taft and Ensign Albright. Are they aboard?”

There was a momentary pause as Tilleran checked the transporter records. “Looks like they beamed aboard a few minutes ago.”

“Did they. How rude of them.”

“Would you like me to…?”

“No,” J’hana growled. “I will handle it.”



“The likeness is good, Krem,” Sav said, staring at himself in the mirror in the crew quarters on Deck Eight, which apparently belonged to Ensign Albright.

“Yes,” Krem said, patting his face. “Your concubine friend is well versed in the art of skin tone.”

Truth be told, save for the green skin, Orions looked pretty much like humans. Well, the female Orions tended to look like extra-leggy, extra-gorgeous humans. The males, though, were basically green, lumbering, lumpy-shaped versions of humans..

But with a simple change in skin tone from green to a pale, pinkish tan, they looked human enough to pass muster. The uniforms helped, too, although Sav looked like he’d been poured into the thinner Albright’s uniform.

“What now?” Sav asked, admiring his new, pink face.

“What now is we lose the combadges. These officers seemed to report to the Andorian. She’ll no doubt come looking for them.”

“Well as long as we ditch the combadges we’ll be okay, right?”

Krem shrugged. “Who knows how long we’ll evade the Explorer’s biological detection mechanisms. Soon enough, a computer in some science lab will register that there are Orions aboard. But I plan for our task to be long done by the time that happens.”

“Then we should move swiftly.”

“Yes,” Krem said, leading Sav to the door, tossing his combadge on the nearby coffee table. “We’re agreed. Captain Baxter dies, as soon as possible.”

“Could we grab some lunch first, though?”



Chaka’kan stepped into the Explorer’s gymnasium, and immediately turned, yanking his blade out of its holster on his thigh and raising it high into the air. “DIE, INTRUDER!” he screamed.

“Hey, careful!” Peterman cried, backing against the wall and putting her hands up.

Chaka stared at her a moment, then his look softened. “Counselor, why were you hiding there by the door?”

Peterman shrugged. “I thought you were Andy.”

“As you can see, I am not.”

“He’s been going to the gym this time every day, the last few days. Of course, I was guessing that he actually just hid in the locker room and ate lunch, so people would think he was in here working out. But anyway, I was hoping I could surprise him into talking to me.”

“Do you really think that will work, if he does not in fact want to talk to you?”

“I’d usually say no,” Peterman said. “But at this point, I’m desperate.” She stepped toward the Jem’hadar. “Can I tell you a secret?”

“Of course,” Chaka said earnestly.

“Andy has been acting strange, ever since Alivn Ficker kidnaped those Starfleet cadets who were with him on his field trip.”

“Yes,” Chaka said. “I have heard of this.”

“What do you think?”

“One cannot easily gauge human emotion. Your job is a complex and difficult one. It requires a deep, unwavering commitment.”

“Are you talking about counseling, or being married?”

“Both, to be sure,” Chaka said. “To be honest, I haven’t been feeling all that…”

“I just realized, I’ve been going about this the wrong way. A frontal assault will never work with him. He knows me too well. He’ll see it coming. Thanks for the help, Chaka!”

“You are welcome,” Chaka said thoughtfully, then headed into the gym. It was time to vent his frustrations on the tackling dummy. He’d faced it in battle several days in a row, but this time, the thing had to die. Just had to.



“Why does this ship have a mall on it?” Sav asked, as Krem surveyed the menu, sitting on the patio of Space Tastes, which appeared to be the ship’s most popular restaurant.

“Because the Federation is full of idiots,” Krem said, flipping the menu over. “They long for pretty things to buy and wear. It’s why they’re so easy to take advantage of, and manipulate. Because they’re so attached to their material things.”

“And as long as the Orions exist to steal them…”

“It’s nature’s perfect circle,” Krem acknowledged. “They horde the materials, we steal them.”

“And occasionally kill people…”

“Well, yeah,” Krem said, setting his menu down. “That’s the best part.” He called to the back of the room. “Woman! We require our lunches now.”

“Um…okay…” the woman who’d introduced herself as Janice Browning said, walking out from the kitchen in back of the restaurant and tying her apron on. “What can I get you guys?”

“We will have the waffles,” Krem said.

“Actually, I’d like to try the spaghetti.”

Krem narrowed his eyes at Sav. “Spaghetti?”

“Yeah,” Sav said. “Who knows when I’ll get back to a place like this?”

Browning looked from one to the other, quizzically. “I assure you guys, Space Tastes isn’t going anywhere.”

“That’s not what my friend meant,” Krem said. “Two orders of waffles.”

“And a side of spaghetti,” Sav said confidently, handing Browning both his and Krem’s menus.

“Sure…thing…” Browning said, and walked off, shaking her head.

“Are you hells-bent on getting us captured before we do the job we came here for?”

“I just want to soak up some of the local flavor,” Sav said. “It’s interesting, human idiocy.”

“Well, you can ruminate on it just as easily from afar. Let’s get our lunch and then get the job done.”

“I guess,” Sav said, and watched crewmen walk by in the mall. “Don’t these people have jobs?”

“They work in shifts,” Krem explained. “In a rotation. It’s no different than on an Orion vessel.”

“Ah,” Sav said, nodding.

A few minutes later, Browning emerged from the kitchen with two plates of waffles and a bowl of spaghetti.

“Here you go, boys. Hope you’re hungry! I believe in large, debilitating portions!”

“Thank you,” Krem said dismissively, lifting his fork as Browning put the plate in front of him.

“This looks great,” Sav said. “Thank you, woman.”

“You can, uh, call me Janice, you know…”

“My friend is a little slow,” Krem said. “I apologize.”

“That’s okay,” Browning said, pulling up a seat next to the two Orions. “Are you guys new on board?”

They exchanged glances. Krem said, “Yes. We transferred with the last group of new officers.”

“That’s great,” Browning said. “We can always use new blood on board. You know, since our people have a way of dying on a pretty regular basis…”

“How unfortunate,” Sav said, and Krem kicked him hard under the table.

“What are your specialties?” Browning asked.

“Warp engines,” Krem said.

“Science!” Sav called out.

“Warp engine science,” Krem said.

“Oh,” Browning said, nodding. “That sounds fascinating.”

“It’s good work if you can get it,” Krem said. “Look, we’ve got to go on duty soon, so…”

“Oh,” Browning said, scooting back. “I understand. You guys enjoy your lunch. Stay as long as you like. And holler if you want dessert!”

“I already know what dessert I want,” Sav said, and leered at Browning as she walked away.

“Silence,” Krem said, and stuffed a forkful of waffles into his mouth. “Now let’s go over our game plan…”



“Are you gonna eat that?” Baxter asked, glancing across the dinner table. Well, right now it was more a lunch table, in his and Peterman’s cabin.

Peterman glanced at the extra french fries on her plate and shrugged, engrossed in a padd. “Nah, you can have them.”

“…thanks,” Baxter said cautiously, reaching across and grabbing a handful of fries off the plate. He popped them in his mouth one by one and chewed thoughtfully. “Did you have a nice morning?”

“It was fine. A few appointments.”

“That’s nice,” Baxter said, munching. “What’re you reading?”

“Deanna Troi’s new book.”

“Is that the one about Worf?”

Peterman nodded absently. “Tripping the Light Masochistic: The Klingon Mating Ritual.”

“Scintillating,” Baxter said.

“It’s pretty good. Some say she’ll win the Poindexter prize for this one.”

“Er, is that a good thing?”

Peterman sighed and slapped the padd down. “Only the most sought-after prize for psychological non-fiction!”

“Was there more than one entry in the contest?”

“It’s not a contest! It’s a prestigious, fulfilling, life-changing award! I respect Troi, I guess, but I’m jealous as hell.”

“Oh.” Baxter popped the last fry into his mouth. “So you’re still not trying to pry into me about the Ficker thing?”

“You’ll talk when you’re ready,” Peterman said, and picked the padd back up.

“It’s nothing personal, you know.”

“Lots of men don’t want to talk to their wives. You’re not the only one.”

“Heh,” Baxter said. “Maybe you should write a book about that.”

Peterman glared at him over her padd.

“Oh. Right. You kind of did a couple years ago.”

“It’s not finished,” Peterman said. “It probably never will be.”

“Why not?”

“Cause not everyone’s going to become fabulously successful in this life!” Peterman snapped, throwing the padd back down. “Because what would the world be without middle-of-the road shlubs like me and you?”

“We’re shlubs?” Baxter said, cocking his head. “I mean, I always kind of thought I was. But you…I’ve never sensed shlubbiness coming from you.”

Peterman blew hair out of her eyes. “I hide it well.”

“Heh,” Baxter chuckled, picking up his plate and carrying it back over to the replicator.

“And what in the galaxy could you possibly find funny right now?”

“My wife’s not perfect,” he said. “That’s priceless.”

“You’re actually enjoying my feelings of inferiority?”

“Not at all.” Baxter chuckled and sat back down at the table. “Okay, maybe a little.”

“Glad I could help.”

“You always help,” Baxter said, reaching across the table and taking Peterman’s hand. “You just don’t always realize you’re doing it.”

“Aw, honey, that’s sweet,” Peterman said softly, and went back to her padd. Andy might have been acting like he was A-OK again, but she knew better.

This wasn’t over by a long shot.



“Gentlemen!” a festive-looking man in puffy genie pants and a blousy silk shirt called out, waving at Sav and Krem as they walked by on Ship’s Shoppes’ upper level.

“What?” Krem asked, staring at the odd man who stood in front of what appeared to be some kind of medical center

“You two are in desperate need of a makeover,” he said. “You need something done to your hair. Something to de-emphasize your cheek bones…and your chins…my god, your chins…”

Krem and Sav stared at each other.

“Get away from us,” Sav said.

“But I can help you. I know how hard it is meeting people on a new ship. Believe me, if you look better, you’ll feel better about yourselves!”

“If you don’t leave us alone, we’ll be forced to kill you,” Krem said, and walked away.

“Well, if you change your mind, just come on back. Tell my hairdressers that Yeoman Briggs sent ya!”

“Do people threaten to kill other people on Federation ships?” Sav asked him quietly as they headed toward the mall exit.

“I have no idea, but that felt good,” Krem said, and the pair ducked out into the bustling corridor.



“It’s fwarking odd, is what it is,” J’hana piped up from behind the tactical console.

“What’s fwarking odd?” Baxter asked, turning in the command chair.

“Albright and Taft. Sensors say they returned to the ship, but I can’t find them. I tracked their combadges back to Albright’s quarters, but neither of them were there. The computer can’t find any trace of them.”

“Did you check the flight recorder?”

J’hana rolled her eyes plaintively. “Captain, the flight recorder only intermittently scans the quarters of minor characters.”

“You mean junior officers?”

J’hana waved Baxter off. “Whatever.” She turned around and headed for the turbolift. “I’m going to go search for my men.”

“Hey, by the way, have you heard from Richards?”

J’hana whirled. “What does one have to do with the other, Captain?”

“What do you mean?”

“I told you I was going to look for my men. You mentioned Richards, as if somehow he is also one of my men.”

“Well, that’s not what I meant, I…”

“Commander Richards is a stronger man than you give him credit for, sir. I suggest you let him do his job on the planet. I’ll send down additional security when and if I see fit.”

“Um, okay,” Baxter said meekly as J’hana stepped into the turbolift. “You’re, um, dismissed, then.”

“Richard Simmons to Captain Baxter,” the comm system chirped.

Baxter sighed. “Richard, how goes it?”

“Oh, you know, we’re Sweatin’ with the Babies down here in toddlercise class.”

“Don’t sweat too much,” Baxter said with a little laugh.

“Yeah, well, Captain, the thing is, the class ended like ten minutes ago…and I have a pilates class coming in so…”

“Oh!” Baxter said, rising from his chair. “I’m sorry, Richard. I totally lost track of the time.”

“Huh. Well, you might want to look at your life goals…”

“Yeah, thanks, I’ll do that. I’ll be right down!”

As Baxter headed to the turbolift, Lt. Commander Tilleran tsked tsked from the science console. “Sir, absentee parenting at this stage of a child’s life can be devastating.”

Baxter grumbled something under his breath as he headed to the foreward turbolift. “And where’d you get that little nugget of wisdom? Another one of Troi’s books?”

“Um…an article your wife published in the Federation Journal of Psychology, actually…” Tilleran said, as she made her way down to the command chair.

“Oh. Well. Then she’s right. You have the conn!” Baxter said quickly, mopping his forehead as the lift doors mercifully closed. That was dumb. Devastating? It wasn’t as if the lived on a planet and he’d left her at someone else’s house. The Explorer was her home, and its crew were Steffie’s extended family.

Besides that, Explorer was a spacefaring fortress. A Galaxy-class starship. There was really no place safer!



“Do we stab him or do we shoot him, that’s the question,” Sav said, as he and Krem rode a different turbolift.

“Well, we do have the phasers from the two guys we beat up,” Krem said, palming the holster of the phaser at his hip. “We could dematerialize him. Very little mess that way.”

“It also doesn’t sound very fun.”

“Vengeance isn’t always about fun!” Krem snapped. “You have to realize there’s a code to these things. The Syndicate just doesn’t go around killing people willy nilly.”

“Maybe we could push him out an airlock.”

Krem’s eyes widened. “Now I do like that. Certain sense of poetic justice.”

“Yeah!”

“I just hope you’re right about our destination.”

“Where else would a Captain be?” Sav asked, just as the doors opened out onto the bridge.

Lt. Commander Tilleran was just sitting down in the command chair as they stepped out. She pivoted back toward them. “Can I help you gentlemen?”

Krem saw Tilleran’s dark eyes and immediately backed into the turbolift, grabbing Sav by the arm. “We’ll check for him belowdecks, then.”

Tilleran nodded absently, blinking. “That’s strange.” She glanced at the helm. “Lieutenant Madera, did you recognize those men?”

“Nope,” Madera said.

“They seemed human,” Tilleran said. “However…” She thought about it. “Hmm. Tilleran to J’hana…”



“That was close!” Krem said, leaning against the wall of the turbolift. “Did you know what she was?”

“The woman in the command chair? She was cute.”

“She was a Betazoid! The jig is up!”

“Did you just say ‘the jig is up’?” Sav asked. “Who says that?”

“I picked it up somewhere,” Krem growled. “We need to find Captain Baxter and kill him already before our trail gets too hot.”

“Trail gets too hot….are you reading those human books?”

“Shut up. No. Of course not. Now how can we find Captain Baxter?”

Sav shrugged. “Ask the computer?”

“Of course!”



Baxter hoisted a giggly, hyperactive Steffie on his shoulder as he walked down the corridor. “Who had a good toddlercise, eh sweetie? Did you? Did you?” He shook her legs as he walked. “Who had a good time?”

“Daddy silly!” Steffie laughed, patting Baxter’s head.

“Yes, and don’t you forget it,” Baxter said. He glimpsed Chaka’kan walking down the corridor with a deep, purposeful stride.

“Hey, Chaka!” Baxter called out.

“Chaka! Chaka! Chaka!” Steffie called merrily. “Chaka play!”

“Not now,” Chaka said, and continued walking.

“What’s his problem?” Baxter asked absently, as he came to the doors to Peterman’s office. He punched a control and the doors slid open.

“…which is why we can’t go setting fire to our couches, no matter what our homeworld customs dictate. Understand, Ensign Shmor?”

The Ularian nodded, rubbing his tusks apologetically, snarfing with his great walrus nose. “So sorry, Counselor…so very very sorry. Shmor sorry! Shmor very very sorry!”

“Okay, then, Ensign. Head back down to what’s left of your quarters and think about what you did. Then tomorrow we’ll pick out some new furniture and some nice drapes.”

“Thanks, Counselor!” Shmor called over his shoulder. “Captain,” he said, nodding as Baxter stepped in.

“Hope I’m not interrupting,” Baxter said, stooping down so Peterman could lift Steffie off his shoulders and pull her into her lap.

“Just finishing up.”

“Anything I should know about?”

“Oh, just spending the afternoon, um, putting out fires. You know, regular stuff,” Peterman said, positioning Steffie on her knee. “Did you have fun with Unckie Richard today?”

Baxter grinned, kissing Steffie on the head. “Okeydoke, I’ve got to get back to the bridge. You need anything?”

Peterman smiled at him. “Like what?”

“Well, if you wanted to talk…” Baxter said. “I guess I’ve been kinda stubborn…”

“I’d love to,” Peterman said. “But if you can believe it, my afternoon is packed with appointments.”

Baxter smiled. “How about tonight. Over dinner?”

“Aww, how romantic. You want to tell me about your thirst for bloody revenge over baked ziti and candles…”

“Actually, I was thinking canneloni, but whatever you want…”

Peterman nodded, setting Steffie in her little high chair next to hers. She immediately leaned against Peterman’s desk and began tapping on a padd, activating the drawing program.

“I’d like that, Andy,” she said.

“Good,” Baxter said. “I’m not saying I’m all better…but I feel decent, more grounded.”

“You should carry a three year old around on your shoulders more often!”

Baxter laughed. “Yeah. Maybe we could loan her out to your patients, even.” Then he thought about Ensign Shmor, and his fires. “Well, maybe not.”

“Later, sweetie,” Peterman said, as Baxter ducked out of his quarters.

J’hana walked up. “Captain,” she said evenly. “I have serious news.”

“You’ve decided to go back to men? That’s great, J’hana. But whatever makes you happy. You know I’m open to all…those….you know…the things. Anyway, good on ya.” He clapped her on the back. “Walk with me to the bridge?”

“No,” J’hana said, shaking her head. “This has nothing to do with my burning loins, sir.”

Baxter sighed. “Well, that’s a relief.”

“I’ve got two missing men, and Lieutenant Commander Tilleran thinks there are intruders on board masquerading as Starfleet officers.”

“Oh.”

“You wish we were talking about my loins, now, don’t you?”

“A little bit.”

“I’ve set up a security perimeter, and recommend we go to General Quarters.”

“Can’t you do that yourself?”

“I used to, but then you got bent out of shape every time I did it without consulting you.”

“Oh,” Baxter said. “Well, in that case…computer! Sound General Quarters! All hands to secure posts. This is not a drill.”

“I’d recommend getting you to a secure location,” J’hana said, now ushering Baxter down the corridor. “It may be some time before we find these intruders, and I’d rather you didn’t get mixed up in the bloodshed. I know how you abhor violence and carnage.”

Baxter smirked. “I think I’ve handled myself rather well, considering all the crap we’ve been through.”

“Even so,” J’hana said, pushing Baxter toward the turbolift. “Like I said, it might be a while…”

Suddenly the lift doors opened.

The Orions stared at Baxter and J’hana.

Baxter and J’hana stared back at them.

The Orions reached out and grabbed Baxter, dragging him into the lift. J’hana’s phaser fire slammed into the doors as they closed.

“ZHARNT! J’hana to Bridge: Captain Baxter has been abducted. Pot Pie is out of the oven. I repeat: Pot Pie is out of the oven!”



“Leaving us so soon, Commander?” one of the bloated Glortimans asked as Richards eased out of his chair and stretched.

“N-no,” Richards said. “Just, um…taking a stretch break. You guys take stretch breaks around here, don’t you?”

“We don’t usually go far, on account of the noxious gas everywhere,” one of the Glortimans said.

“Lovely,” Richards muttered, walking over to a far corner of the bar.

“Shenthel nostrils?” a waitress asked, shoving a tray of fetid meat in Richards’s face.

“Please, God, no,” Richards said, waving the treats away. He tapped his combadge. “Richards to J’hana.”

“J’hana here.”

“Well, nice of you to report back in, Lieutenant!” Richards snapped. “How could you leave me down here?”

“My apologies, sir.”

“You realize it’s been hours.”

“I got somewhat distracted, sir.”

“Well, I’m having a miserable time. The Glortimans are going to sign the stupid contract, but they’re going to complain about every freaking syllable of it in the meantime.”

“Terribly sorry, sir.”

“So what’s so important that’s keeping you from keeping me company down here?”

“I thought you did not want my company.”

“Well, it’s awkward, I guess. But I still…I dunno. I like being around you, J’hana. Despite, you know, the sickening abuse.”

“That’s sweet, Commander.”

“Stop calling me Commander. You can call me Chris.”

“Can I get back to you a bit later, Chris?”

“Sure. What, got somebody more important on the line?”

“Just trying to stop some Orion intruders from taking Captain Baxter off the ship and killing him. Look, I’d beam you up, but we’re at General Quarters. Nobody on or off the ship till the situation’s resolved. Have fun down there. I’ll get back to you in a bit. Thanks!”

Richards blinked. Then looked around the bar.

“J’HANA!” he called over the dead com channel. “What the f****!?!”



“You guys have a right to be mad,” Baxter said calmly, tapping at the controls of the Shuttlecraft Pizarro, as Krem and Sav shoved their phaser barrels in his neck from behind the pilot’s chair. “Really, you do.”

“I’m glad we have an understanding. Now override the launch doors and launch this thing, or we’ll kill you,” Krem snorted.

“Sure, sure,” Baxter said. “Just stay calm.”

“Pizarro, this is Explorer,” Tilleran’s voice came over the comm. “You are not cleared to depart. I repeat! You are NOT cleared to depart!”

“You’re cleared to clear out of our way!” Sav shouted back, and Krem just stared at him, shaking his head with disappointment.

Krem reached out and slammed a hand on the com panel, closing the channel.

“No problem,” Baxter said. “I’ll get this thing open in a jiffy.” In a few moments, the doors to the shuttle bay wheezed open, and Baxter guided the shuttle out of the bay and into open space. “Captain’s Override. Spiffy, eh?”

“Just take us down to the planet. I’ve squared away a hiding place,” Krem said, pointing toward the looming planet on the screen.

“Aye, Cap’n,” Baxter said, steering the Pizarro toward Glortimus.

“What’s your problem, human?” Sav asked, pushing his phaser harder into Baxter’s neck. “Why are you so…relaxed?”

“Because I’ve been a big ball of stress for a couple weeks now,” Baxter said. “Like you, I had my mind on vengeance.”

“You did?” Sav asked.

“Stop talking to him, Sav!” Krem snarled. “Just give him instructions. No talk!”

“You did?” Sav asked again.

“Sure,” Baxter said. “But recently I just came to this slow realization. You know…why let something like that just take over your life? It’s silly.”

“It is?” Sav asked.

“Shut up!” Krem said. “Land us!”

“Yeah, yeah, it’s okay buddy,” Baxter said. “We’ll sort all this out.”

“We will sort it out, all right,” Krem snapped.

“I thought we weren’t talking to him?” Sav asked.

“Shut up and make sure we have survival packs. They should be in the rear storage.”

Sav nodded and ducked to the rear of the small ship. He spotted the compartment where they probably kept all the supplies, and knelt to open it.

As he knelt, a Jem’Hadar suddenly shimmered into existence in front of him. He yelped, but the Jem’Hadar simply lifted him up by the throat.

Krem looked back. “Look here! If you kill him, I’ll kill your Captain! Don’t do it! Don’t you move a…”

While he talked, Chaka’kan very calmly twisted Sav’s neck until it snapped, then dropped the limp Orion to the deck.

“You think I was kidding?” Krem demanded, moving his fingers to the firing control on the phaser.

Chaka was across the cabin in seconds, a black motion blur that Baxter barely saw, and was suddenly on top of the old Orion.

Baxter watched, gasping, as the Jem’Hadar strangled Krem, then threw the body over his shoulder.

Chaka turned on Baxter, his eyes wide with rage, breathing heavily, snarling.

“Easy, there, big fella…” Baxter said softly. “You did a nice job, there…I can see where that invisibility thing comes in handy.”

The Jem’Hadar reached out and grabbed Baxter by the throat, shaking him. “Victory is life! Victory is life!”

“Urk!” Baxter groaned.

Chaka suddenly dropped Baxter as if he was a toy doll, then walked to the back of the cabin, looking away from Baxter. “I…am sorry, Captain.”

“Don’t be,” Baxter said, rubbing his throat. “Those guys nearly killed me.”

“They would have.”

“You saved my life.”

“I dream of drenching my hands in blood,” Chaka commented.

“Um…well, we all have our bad days, Chaka,” Baxter said, trying his best to be comforting.

“I need help,” the Jem’Hadar said with a deep sigh. “I’m deeply in need of help.”

“Well, just happens that I know somebody…” Baxter said.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58027.7. I’m pleased to report that Commander Richards successfully negotiated a twenty-year gas processing contract between the Federation and the Glortiman Gas Processing Authority. We’re all so proud of him.

Meanwhile…well, nothing much else is happening.



“I just don’t have it in me to go over all that crap,” Baxter said, rolling over in bed next to Peterman.

“Well, I’m sure all captains cut bits and pieces out of their logs,” Peterman said. “I mean, you can’t report about…everything.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. He stared at the ceiling. “You know, J’hana was right about one thing…”

“What’s that?”

“I really don’t care much for bloody carnage.”

“And here I thought you loved it,” Peterman said.

“Well, I mean, that’s what killing is, right?”

“Usually,” Peterman said. “Honey, you don’t have to sweet talk me…if you want to have sex, just say so.”

Baxter turned over, leaning on his elbow. “Hold on a sec, hon. I’m trying to be serious here. That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”

“Well, yeah.”

“I don’t have the stomach for it. The vengeance thing.”

“Really?”

“Well, with the Orions, I was pretending like I had come to this grand euphoric conclusion that vengeance wasn’t healthy…”

“In hopes to convince them not to kill you?” Peterman asked. “Nice idea, Andy, but Orions are bloodthirsty killers. I really doubt that would have dissuaded them much.”

“Anyways, it was an act. I was still fuming about Ficker.”

“And still are?”

Baxter nodded. “Yeah, I’m still mad as hell. I still want him to pay for what he’s done. For the angst he’s caused me and my crew. For nabbing Anna last year….and for nabbing all those helpless cadets. But…”

“But what?”

“Well, I don’t really have to kill him.”

A slow smile spread across Peterman’s face. “Honey, I dare say you’re growing up a bit.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, pulling his covers up and curling against Peterman. “I’m a Captain. I can order someone else to kill him for me.”

“Heh,” Peterman said vacantly, her eyes darting around desperately as the Baxter called for the lights to turn off.

“Oh, by the way,” Baxter whispered. “Chaka’kan is going to stop by tomorrow morning.”

“Um, okay…is there a problem?”

“Well, probably better if he explains it himself…night sweetie.”



“You’re hurt,” J’hana said, following Richards down the corridor. “How pathetic!”

“Don’t taunt me, J’hana,” Richards said, marching purposefully. “I’m not in the mood.”

“Look, I’m sorry I left you on the planet. But, it turns out, I came up to the ship for a pretty good reason.”

“Yeah, but you didn’t know that when you beamed up.”

“I know. I’m extra-sensory that way, eh?”

“Funny,” Richards said.

“The good news is, I recovered Ensigns Taft and Albright. I will no doubt reap weeks of joy from ridiculing them about being tied up in a janitor’s closet for the better part of a day.”

“You should talk,” Richards said. “We seem to spend a fair amount of time in janitor’s closets…”

“Speaking of which, I hope this dramatic, girlish stunt of yours will not impact our mating habits.”

Richards glanced uneasily over his shoulder. “D-do I have a choice?”

J’hana chortled. “Sharz, no!”

Just then, Chaka’kan passed them in the corridor.

“Hey, Chaka!” Richards said. “Congratulations on saving the captain. That invisibility thing comes in handy, eh?”

“Excuse me. I’m going to go kill things now,” Chaka said as he brushed by.

“Ah, good old Holodeck Program Twenty-Seven?” J’hana called out.

“The holodeck,” Chaka said thoughtfully. “An even better idea.” And he turned down an adjacent corridor.

J’hana and Richards exchanged glances.

“Weird,” said J’hana.



THE END.



NEXT:



Why is Captain Conway visiting the Explorer? Could he actually be homesick? Chances are, he’s not, but perhaps it has something to do with his recent divorce. Whatever the case, it’s up to Captain Baxter to figure out why he’s moping around his former ship, and, on his wife’s orders, fix whatever’s wrong with him. Unfortunately, there’s someone else wandering the ship even more messed up than Conway.




Love, Honor & Evade



“I’m glad you came to me,” Counselor Peterman said, leaning back in her chair and crossing her legs. “Just admitting you have a problem is a huge first step.”

“She’s evil,” Lt. Howard Sefelt said, drawing up his knees to his chin and wrapping his arms around himself, rocking on the fainting couch in Peterman’s office. “She wants to kill me.”

“We are talking about the same person, right?” Peterman asked, studying her padd as she sat in the chair opposite the couch. “Little Nat Sparks? She hardly talks.”

“Yes, but it’s in her looks. She’s always looking at me.”

“Maybe she likes you,” Peterman said.

“You think?”

“I don’t know. But I don’t think it’s a wise thing to pursue. Officer and cadet relationships are not exactly recommended by Starfleet. Especially for, you know…unstable folks.”

“Maybe she likes me,” Sefelt said, putting his feet back down on the floor and standing up. “That’s pretty cool.”

“Is that it?” Peterman said. “You’re not afraid anymore?”

“Other than a slight fear of commitment, nah. Thanks, Counselor!”

“You’re, um, welcome,” Peterman said, shaking her head. Just when she thought she had that guy figured out…

Sefelt screamed as he stood in the doorway to Peterman’s office, then quickly dashed out.

Peterman turned, and watched Chaka’kan lumber in, looking over his shoulder.

“He is strange,” Chaka said. “Do you have a moment, counselor?”

“Actually, my previous appointment went a lot shorter than I thought it would,” Peterman said. “I usually block out three hours for Howie.”

“I appreciate your consideration,” Chaka said, moving over to the couch opposite Peterman and sitting down stiffly. “I have…a problem.”

Peterman nodded as she started a new page on her padd. “Yes. Andy mentioned something about that to me yesterday. Said you might be coming by.”

“Yes,” Chaka said.

“So what seems to be the problem?” Peterman asked, holding her padd in her lap.

“I’m thinking of killing people,” Chaka said matter-of-factly and sat back. “Is there something I should do about it?”

Peterman’s eyes widened and she nearly dropped her padd. “Yes! Don’t!”

Chaka cocked his head. “Even if they’re bad people?”

“Well, I suppose there are times…” Peterman shook her head. “No! Don’t kill anyone!”

Chaka nodded, taking this in. “I came to you because I was curious as to why I’m suddenly having these feelings.”

Peterman nodded, fighting to retain her composure. “Let’s start at the beginning. When did you first get this…impulse?”

“Well, I guess it started a few months ago, when I helped defend the ship from the Orions. I took…a surprising amount of satisfaction in putting down the invaders. Then there were the two I killed the other day…again, that was quite liberating.”

“That’s not surprising. You took pride in helping to save the ship from attackers. That’s positive.”

“I found I somewhat enjoyed the killing.”

Peterman rubbed the bridge of her nose, thinking of J’hana. She could NOT stand to have two of those on board. “More than baking?”

Chaka looked pensive. “Somewhat more than baking.”

Peterman sighed, shifting in her seat. “This is not good…”

“However, if I killed someone by baking them…” His eyes rolled momentarily and his knee trembled. “That would be sheer ecstasy.”

“You know what?” Peterman said, hugging her padd protectively in front of her chest. “I think we need to take a break. Come back this afternoon, after I’ve had a chance to recover…I mean research…and help you come up with some ways to deal with this.”

“If you feel that’s necessary,” Chaka said, and stood. “Will you be requiring a sitter for Steffie this afternoon? I understand you have shopping plans with Doctor Browning.”

“NO!” Peterman shrieked, then ran her hands through her hair. “I mean, that really won’t be necessary. I’ve got it covered.”

“As you wish.” Chaka stood, and bowed slightly. “Three hours, then?”

“Yeah,” Peterman said distantly. “And, um, try to limit your contact with, you know, other people on the ship. As a matter of fact, don’t go anywhere or do anything. Just, um, stay put…”

“That is just as well,” Chaka said. “People have been rubbing me the wrong way lately.”

“Anyone in particular?” Peterman asked with a nervous giggle.

Chaka pursed his lips thoughtfully. “No. Pretty much everyone.”

Again, Peterman thought of another Explorer crewmember, but luckily that particular ray of sunshine wasn’t on board any more, and hadn’t been for years. Peterman silently thanked the Great Bird for small miracles, that she didn’t have Dave Conway to deal with on top of everything else.



“Contact bearing zero-one-seven mark two-two-four,” J’hana said, looking up from tactical. “It’s a Starfleet runabout.”

Captain Baxter looked up from the report on his padd and glanced at the screen. “Can you identify it?”

“Yes, sir. It’s the Kissimmee.”

Baxter giggled at the name. “Why does that name sound familiar?”

J’hana bristled. “Because it always makes you giggle.”

“No. There’s something else.”

“She is assigned to the Aerostar.”

Baxter turned in his chair. “J’hana, silly, the Aerostar blew…oh! THAT Aerostar! The new one!”

“Yes. The one that hasn’t exploded. Yet.”

Baxter turned back to face the screen. “Are we in hailing range?”

“Momentarily.”

“What could they want?” Baxter asked. “Did I forget somebody’s birthday? Again?”

“Not to my knowledge.”

Baxter leaned back. “That’s comforting. Maybe they just want to say ‘hi.’ Maybe it’s Larkin! That would be nice.”

“Maybe it’s not,” J’hana said. “We are being hailed.”

Baxter leaned forward. “On screen.”

The viewscreen shimmered to life, and on it appeared Captain David Conway.

“Dave?” Baxter said blankly.

“Baxter!” Conway said, forcing a smile. “How the heck are you?”

“I’m…fine…” Baxter said. “What do you want, Dave?”

“Permission to come aboard, Captain. I was in the neighborhood and just wanted to, you know, chat.”

“Chat?” Baxter blinked. “Conway, what the hell are you doing out here?”

“Vacation. Can we chat?”

“I…guess.”

“Fantastic. Shuttlebay Two? Is it right where I left it?”

“Um…yeah. Go ahead. Explorer out.” Baxter turned to J’hana. “What the hell is HE doing here?”

J’hana stared at Baxter. “Apparently, he wants to chat.”

“Don’t be cute. Just for that, you can go down there and greet him.”

“Can I bring a phaser?”

“Would you leave it here if I said no?”

“Of course not.”

“That’s what I thought. Just go down there and bring him back.”

“One trip down memory lane, yes, sir,” J’hana said, and headed for the turbolift.

“She has a spring in her step,” Madera said from the helm as J’hana left.

“She’s always been all over the spectrum mood-wise,” Baxter said. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

Just then, Peterman emerged from the foreward turbolift, holding Steffie’s hand as she waddled onto the bridge.

“Surprise, Andy! Look who I brought to see Daddy!”

“Um…I’m guessing Steffie?” Baxter asked, grinning as the toddler leapt into his arms and sat in his lap.

“Yeah,” Peterman said. “I thought it’d be fun if she spent some time on the bridge today while you guys map the Bahd Sector.”

“It’s going to be boring,” Baxter said. “Not that I’m not happy to spend time with her, but I thought she was going to spend time with Chaka today?”

“Nah!” Peterman said quickly. “I think she needs time to bond with her Daddy, here on the nice, safe…secure…bridge.”

“Can’t argue with that, I guess,” Baxter said. “Actually, might give me just the excuse I need…”

“Excuse for what?”

“Well, you’re not going to like this, but Dave Conway is coming aboard.”

Peterman cocked her head. “What?”

“Yeah, he was apparently in the area and wanted to stop by.”

“When it rains it pours,” Peterman muttered, and headed for the turoblift.

“What do you mean?”

“I just met with Chaka.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. That ‘little problem’ you were telling me about?” she said, stepping into the opening doors.

“Big problem?”

“Massive. I need to work out a game plan. Meanwhile, don’t let our girl out of your sight.”

Baxter bounced Steffie in his lap. “Hmmmm.”



“Hey there,” Peterman said, ducking into Space Tastes as Dr. Browning emerged from the kitchen, undoing her smock.

“Hi, Kelly!” Browning exclaimed, running forward and throwing her arms around Peterman. “It’s good to see you!”

Peterman gasped. “Oof! Okay, Janice. Enough with the hugs. You and Plato have been back for a week now.”

“But we were gone almost three months!” Browning said. “I missed everything about this place.”

“Well it certainly is good to have you back,” Peterman said. “Say, where’s Plato?”

“Gym class,” Browning said. “He likes the uneven bars.”

“That’s super,” Peterman said. “Does he have any plans with Chaka today?”

“Not that I know of. They have Aikido tomorrow, but other than that…”

“Okay,” Peterman said. “Good. That should give me time to figure out…”

Browning stared at her. “Figure out what?”

“What to buy today!” Peterman said, throwing an arm around Browning. “Are you ready to go shopping?”

“Sure…” Browning said, cocking her head quizzically. “Are you okay, Kelly?”

“Suuuuure,” Peterman said. “Nothing a little shopping won’t fix. And maybe, while we shop, we can chat a bit about your trip to the Gamma Quadrant.”

“Um, okay…anything in particular?”

“Oh, this and that,” Peterman said. “You know, it’s fun to remember the good old times.”

“You mean last week?”

“Yeah, whatever. Let’s shop!”



“What are you doing here?” J’hana asked matter-of-factly, as Captain Conway descended the stairs leading off the Kissimmee’s side hatch.

“Nice to see you too, J’hana,” Conway said, putting out his hand to shake. The Andorian stared at him for a few moments, and Conway withdrew the hand. He looked around. “Wow, the old place still looks the same.”

“We don’t repaint the shuttle bay often,” J’hana said, as the pair walked out into the corridor. “So, off to the bridge?”

“Yeah,” Conway said. “Like I said, I was in the area, and just wanted to chat with Captain Baxter and the rest of you guys.”

“Indeed.”

“What have you been up to?”

“I killed two hundred and seven Orion invaders three months ago.” She pondered. “It may have been two hundred and nine, depending on whether or not the two whose heads I crushed together survived. Other than that, it’s been fairly uneventful around here.”

“I guess that’s what returning to the civilized world will do,” Conway said. “Rather than running from…whatever it is you guys were running from.”

“That’s classified,” J’hana said. “I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.” She thought about that. “So do you want to know?”

“No!” Conway said, holding up his hands. “That’s okay. I’ll just assume it was for the betterment of the Federation.”

“If you must,” J’hana said. “Regardless, it’s over.”

“That’s a relief, I’m sure,” he said, trying not to wilt under J’hana’s unflinching gaze. “Although I know you’ll get more chances to kill people soon.”

“Of that I have no question,” J’hana said, leading Conway into a turbolift. “Bridge.”

“So how’s everyone else? How are things with Tilleran?”

J’hana growled low, palming the handle of her phaser.

“Ah,” Conway said. “I see. Well, I can sympathize with relationship troubles.”

“Change. The. Subject,” J’hana said slowly, lifting the phaser out of its holster.

“Right. How about everyone else? How about Chris? How’s Richards doing?”

J’hana gave a small laugh. “He is surprisingly resilient and flexible.”

“I knew he’d fit into the XO role eventually,” Conway said.

“He fits into many things,” J’hana said, as the doors opened onto the bridge. “Ah, we’re here. Thank Flarnax. Go. Speak with Captain Baxter. Be gone.”

“Nice talking to you too!” Conway said, and headed down to the front of the bridge, looking around. “Well, hasn’t it been a while?”

Captain Baxter stood up, letting Steffie slip down to the deck and stand next to him. He stepped up to shake Conway’s hand. “Yeah, it has. Want to go to the readyroom?”

Conway glanced around. He was about to say something to Madera, but she turned away, busying herself with the helm panel. Guess she still felt weird about the fact that they had sex on an alien ship a few years back. He looked at Baxter. “Yeah. Good idea.”

Baxter led the way back into his readyroom, Steffie at his side, and glanced at Conway as he stepped in. “Can I get you something to drink? Let me guess. Hot chocolate?”

“Coffee will be fine.”

“Shocker,” Baxter said with a small laugh, and punched up one hot coffee (Conway blend #317), a hot Orange Pekoe, and a cranberry juice for Stef. He handed the coffee to Conway, and took his and Steffie’s drinks to his desk. Steffie jumped into his lap as he sat down.

“Sollyare?” she asked.

“No, you can’t play with Daddy’s desk terminal.”

“Did she say solitaire?” Conway asked, sipping his coffee.

“No, I don’t know what she said,” Baxter said quickly. “But I certainly don’t use my terminal to play solitaire.”

“Sure,” Conway said, leaning back on the couch. “You know, I can never quite get my blends to taste the same way on the Aerostar as they do on the Explorer.”

Baxter shrugged. “Different style of replicator, I guess. Yours are newer. Plus, the people on your ship are bound to defecate differently than the people on the Explorer, and as we all know, everything that comes out of the replicators is generated from our reconstituted feces, so…”

The two men stared at their drinks a moment, sighing.

“Anyway,” Conway said, looking around. “This place looks different. Didn’t you have more sports memorabilia?”

Baxter bristled. “Yes. Vansen threw a lot of it away while she was in command.”

“Oh,” Conway said, suppressing a laugh. “That’s too bad.”

“A game ball signed by Willis Xavier!” Baxter said. “You think that’s funny too?”

“No,” Conway said, and covered his mouth as he chuckled some more.

“So glad you could come,” Baxter muttered as Steffie sat in his lap drinking her juice. Conway shook his head as he drank his coffee. “It still looks weird with you sitting there with a kid in your lap. I keep

having to remind myself that you don’t have a miniaturized officer at your side.”

“Miniature officers,” Baxter chuckled. “What a ridiculous notion.”

“Ridiculous.”

“But yeah, she’s all mine,” Baxter said, giving Steffie a squeeze. “Hey, have you and Alexa talked about having kids?”

“Not…exactly,” Conway said, and leaned back. Baxter didn’t know about the fact that he had to neuter himself to save the time stream. That was a little nugget he didn’t often share. Of course, that wasn’t the reason he was on the Explorer. “Alexa and I are actually…kind of having problems.”

“Really?” Baxter asked. “I had no idea.”

“Well…we’re kind of…divorced.”

“Divorced!” Baxter’s eyes widened. “When did this happen?”

“A few weeks ago. After we stopped a bunch of Privateers led by a crazy British woman from destroying Bajor.”

“Crazy British woman?”

“Not the point,” Conway said. “What is the point, is that Alexa and I were on our honeymoon when all the stuff with the Privateers went down, and during the honeymoon we accidentally had our minds fused together.”

“Man, I hate when that happens.”

“Yeah, well, during the course of things, we figured out we didn’t want the same things.” Conway gestured at Steffie with his coffee mug.

“Like what?” Baxter asked. “She didn’t like coffee?”

“No, you idiot. I didn’t want kids!”

“Oh,” Baxter said. “That’s a shame.”

“Yeah, you think I’d have made a good father?”

Baxter looked at Conway and thought a moment. In what was obviously a fragile time for the captain, was brutal honesty really the way to go? “I, uh, think you would’ve grown into the role.”

“True enough,” Conway said. “You seem to have adjusted to it, and I’d have thought you’d make a piss poor parent.”

“Well, um, thanks,” Baxter said. “So how long are you here for?”

“I don’t know. Day or two I guess. Just wanted to hang around a bit, see the old place.”

“Are you on a mission of some kind?” Baxter asked. “I mean, why were you in the area?”

“Vacation,” Conway said. “I was watching a simulated NASCAR competition on Sharlot Six.”

“Ahhh,” Baxter said. “Well, we’re certainly…glad to have you. I mean, we do owe you for the two or three times you bailed us out of things last year.”

“I was wondering if I’d have to remind you of that stuff, Baxter.”

“No reminders necessary,” Baxter said. “I’m quite aware we owe you a favor.”

“Three favors,” Conway said.

Baxter sighed. “Can I show you to some quarters?”

“I know where the guest quarters are. Don’t worry about it.” Conway stood, and Baxter turned to his terminal to catch up on some work. A few moments later, he realized Conway was still standing there.

“Captain…did you need something else?”

“Nah,” Conway said, and sighed. He turned and headed out of the readyroom.

Baxter shook his head as he bounced Steffie on his knee and stared at his terminal screen. He’d never seen Conway so…emotionally needy.

Just when you think you know a person…



“What do you think about this hat?” Peterman asked, trying on the floppy-eared Tellarite fur-hat and gesturing left and right for Browning to get a good look.

The afternoon crowd was thin in Old Starfleet, the kitschy retail outlet that was added to the Explorer’s mall six weeks ago, in the space once occupied by the Ferengi dental office/nail cuttery/metalgrinder.

“I think you’re allergic to Tellarite fur. Remember how we had to put the plastic cover on Andy’s couch?”

Peterman winced. “Ooh, yeah, you’re right.” She popped the hat off and dropped it on the pile of hats. “Hey, how about this one?” She put on the tall, conical, white Vulcan “cap of knowledge” and gave a little twirl. “Do I look any smarter?”

“Yeah, but you won’t be able to go in and out of doors,” Browning said.

“Yeah,” Peterman said, throwing the cap off and grabbing another, this one a hard, bulb-shaped Cardassian battle helmet. “Wow, this thing is really retro. So do you think Chaka’kan is capable of a murderous rampage?”

Browning blinked as she stared at Peterman.

“What?” Peterman asked quietly. “Does it make my head look big?”

“Murderous rampage?”

“Oh, just something I was thinking about. This morning. In the shower.”

“You were thinking about Chaka’kan going on a murderous rampage this morning in the shower?”

Peterman scoffed. “What, that never happens to you?”

“No!”

“Well.” Peterman folded her arms. “Look, I’d love to discuss this with you, but I’d be violating patient confidentiality.”

“Chaka’kan is your patient and he confided in you that he wants to kill people?”

Peterman took the hat off and set it down. “Whoa, whoa there. You’re jumping to conclusions.”

“But you just said…”

“I was just…testing you. Yes. This has all been a psychological test. And I’m proud to say you’ve passed with flying colors.” She glanced through the store window and saw Chaka walking by, glaring at the crowd around him, and ran to the door.

Browning gaped as she watched Peterman run out of the store, dashing past a Pakled clerk carrying a pile of sweaters, knocking them over. She just shook her head. “Why do I feel like I’d be better off pretending that conversation never happened?”

“I don’t know,” the Pakled said, stooping and picking up the fallen sweaters, an array of pastels, perfect for the Explorer’s nonexistent seasons. “But would you like a sweater? Sweater pretty.”

“Yes, sweater pretty,” Browning said distantly. “But no thanks.”



Baxter sat in the command chair and sighed.

“Please stop making that sound,” J’hana said.

“Oh. Am I bothering you?”

The Andorian growled as she leaned against her panel. “You sound like someone stabbed you in the chest, and the air is slowly seeping out of your lungs.”

“I wish you didn’t know that from experience,” Baxter muttered.

“You sound as if something is on your mind.”

“I’m just feeling guilty,” Baxter said as the aft turbolift doors opened and Commander Richards walked onto the bridge. Or, rather, limped.

“You okay, Chris?” Baxter asked as Richards made his way to the chair next to Baxter’s.

“Fine. Just pulled…a quad…playing tennis.” He glanced back nervously at J’hana, who simply shook her head “no.”

“You sure have been active lately,” Baxter said. “And you’ve been coming on-shift later and later.”

“I’ve been working from home.”

“The ship IS your home! You’re a one-minute turbolift ride from here!”

“It’s easier to concentrate without all these distractions,” Richards explained, and looked uneasily at J’hana, who reached into her vest pocket, withdrew a long, serrated blade just long enough for it to gleam in the ceiling lights, and then tucked it back in.

“What distractions?” Baxter asked, looking around the quiet bridge.

“Trust me, there are distractions.”

“Well, cut it out. We need to be professionals. Or do you remember I just narrowly escaped retaking a class at Starfleet Academy because of our supposed unprofessionalism?”

“Sorry,” Richards said. “I forgot professionals bring their daughters to the bridge.”

“Shh,” Baxter said. “Steffie’s napping.”

Sure enough, in the chair to Baxter’s left, normally occupied by Peterman, Steffie was curled up, sleeping soundly, hugging one of Baxter’s prize footballs.

“Sorry. Hey, did I hear Dave Conway’s on board?”

“Don’t try to change the subject. I’m disciplining you!”

“You’re not too good at it,” Richards said.

Baxter’s shoulders sank. “Shut up.”

“So, what’s Conway doing here?”

Baxter turned to face the viewscreen. “Hell if I know. Says he wants to catch up with all of us.”

“That’s nice.”

“It’s kind of…unsettling…to have him here. Brings back memories that aren’t necessarily fond.”

“You were saying something as I came out of the turbolift,” Richards said. “Something about feeling guilty?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “I suppose I feel guilty that I haven’t been more welcoming with Dave here. Especially after all he did for us last year.”

“Didn’t he gripe and moan about all of it along the way, though?”

Baxter shrugged. “That’s just his way.”

“So do something about it,” Richards said. “Show him you really care.”

Baxter leaned forward and rested his chin on his hand. “I don’t.”

“Then fake it.”

“But he wouldn’t bother to fake it if I came aboard his ship,” Baxter said. “He’d let me know just what he thought of me, which probably wouldn’t be much.”

“Yeah, but since when do you act like Dave Conway?”

“You’ve got a point,” Baxter said. “I guess I’ve got to be mature about this.”

“Try it,” Richards said, and laughed. “Who knows, maybe you’ll like it.”

“Just for that, you have the bridge,” Baxter said, and pushed out of his chair. He gently lifted Steffie into his arms. “And I’m taking Steffie to her toddlercise class.”



“See something you like?” the holographic Bradley Dillon asked as Dave Conway perused the camping gear spread on the shelf at Dillon’s Pioneer Depot.

“No. I’m just looking.”

“Very well,” the hologram nodded, clasping his hands behind his back. “Let me know if you need anything. Oh, and I’m an idiot.”

“Thanks,” Conway said. He glanced over his shoulder. “What?”

“I’m an idiot,” the hologram said simply. “And a liar too.”

“That’s…” Conway said, shaking his head.

“The fusing pitons are useful for climbing,” a voice rumbled from behind Conway. “They get jammed into the rock, and can then be used as handholds.”

“Huh?” Conway asked, turning. He stepped back upon seeing the gentleman standing next to him was a Jem’Hadar. “Oh…you’re that guy they brought back from the Gamma Quadrant!”

“You are correct,” Chaka said, and looked back at the camping gear. “The pitons are also useful as implements of killing. If I were to jab one into your chest, for instance, at the correct angle and velocity, I could shred your heart muscle and kill you in a matter of minutes.”

“That’s a helpful hint,” Conway said, taking another step back.

“That would be inefficient, however,” Chaka said, taking one of the pitons and turning toward Conway. “Jamming the piton into your brain stem would provide a much quicker death. It’s amusing to note, however, that it would not be a painless death. Oh, no. Not by far.”

“Um…” Conway said slowly, backing toward the door.

“Thanks for stopping by Dillon’s!” the hologram waved. “I’m a total moron!”

Conway backed right into Peterman, then turned, staring at her. “Kelly!”

“Dave!”

They both turned toward Chaka, who grinned toothily. “Hello there,” he said to both of them, holding the pointy piton high.

“Those are one point five bars of latinum, folks. And, speaking of tools…I’m a tool!” the Bradley hologram informed them.

Peterman held up her hand. “Chaka…listen to me very carefully. Put…that…down…”

“But it’s an instrument of death,” Chaka said, staring at the pointy implement. “Killing is good.”

“No, silly, killing is NOT good!” Peterman snapped. Bad Chaka!”

“Your counseling techniques are really finely honed,” Conway said. “Why don’t you call security?”

“Why don’t YOU call security?” Peterman asked.

“It’s not my ship anymore!”

“Thank GOD!” Peterman snapped.

“Hey, this is really not the time…”

“Ahem.” Chaka waved the fusing piton. “Hello! Murderer over here!”

Conway and Peterman turned back toward Chaka. “What’s gotten into him?” Conway asked.

“Don’t ask me. It’s a Jem’Hadar thing.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t have one roaming the ship, then. Did you think of that?”

“He’s been fine until now,” Peterman said. “I don’t know why he’d go nutty all of a sudden. For Pete’s sake, he’s been babysitting Steffie and Plato!”

“Wise choice.”

Chaka stepped closer to them, holding the piton high over his head. “Just hold very still. I promise this will not take long. I work with surgical precision. Victory is life.”

“That old chestnut never gets old,” Conway muttered, and bent down, beside an orange tent that was on display nearby. He grabbed one of the tent stakes and yanked it free.

“Chestnut muffins are high in fiber,” Chaka recited, and advanced on Conway and Peterman.

Conway quickly brought the tent pole up and whipped it at Chaka’s hand, knocking the piton out of it, then rammed into him with his shoulder, knocking the Jem’Hadar to the floor.

Peterman grabbed the tarp off the tent and leapt, throwing it over Chaka, joining Conway in what was quickly becoming an all-out wrestling match.

“People, please!” the Bradley hologram said, walking out from behind his counter. “I cannot tolerate violence in a Dillon’s store. I’ve got crap for brains! If you don’t cease and desist immediately, I’ll be forced to call security.”

“Good!” Peterman seethed, driving her elbow into Chaka’s neck, yanking his tube of white out. “Call them!”

Conway grunted as Chaka head-butted his chest. “It’s nice to feel useful!”

“Shut up and keep punching him!”



“Why is he wrapped in an orange tent?” Captain Baxter asked, staring across the security field at Chaka, who sat motionless on the bench in the brig cell, wrapped in an orange tent.

“We covered him with it while we clobbered him,” Conway said.

“Oh,” Baxter said. “Why hasn’t he taken it off?”

“He seems to be using it as a blanket,” Peterman said, on the other side of Baxter.

Baxter nodded. “Okay. Thoughts?”

“Why does the Bradley Dillon hologram in your Pioneer Depot keep insulting himself?” Conway asked.

Baxter and Peterman exchanged a glance. “We, uh, made some alterations to it after we got back from our time travel escapade,” Baxter said. “But I was talking about Chaka.”

“He’s loony,” Conway offered.

“I was actually asking Kelly, but thanks.”

Peterman shrugged. “I’m at a loss. One moment he’s the good old friendly Chaka we knew and loved. Then he sees a little bit of battle, with the Orions, and the Dominion ship that captured Janice and Plato, and suddenly he’s Hannibal the Cannibal.”

“Who?” Conway asked.

“Read a book every now and then,” Peterman snapped.

“Who just helped you wrestle an insane Jem’Hadar to the ground?”

“Knowing you, you probably said something nasty to him to provoke him.”

“I didn’t say anything! He started the conversation!”

“PEOPLE!” Baxter shouted. “We’ve got a Jem’Hadar who’s a few vials of white short of a full supply and I want to know why.”

“It’ll take more psychoanalysis,” Peterman said.

“Well, you are good at that, right?” Baxter asked.

“Of course!” Peterman faltered . “But I’m not sure this is all psychological.”

“What do you mean?” asked Baxter.

“Well, the Jem’Hadar are genetically engineered warriors. They’re bred for combat and annihilation, and have been for millennia. Maybe the ‘nice Jem’Hadar’ experiment just didn’t work, and Chaka’s reverting to his old ways.”

“After two years?”

“Anything’s possible. I need to bring on Lieutenant Commander Tilleran for a consultation, just to be sure. And Janice.”

“Janice’s not the CMO anymore. Why not ask Holly?”

“Because Janice’s got more of a stake in this. He’s her babysitter, too. And if I bring her in on the case, I can explain to her why I was all weird with her at the mall today.”

“Well, as long as you have professional justification,” Baxter muttered, and headed for the door.

“What about me?” Conway asked, jogging to catch up to Baxter. “What do you need me to do?”

Baxter took a deep breath and released it. “Have dinner with me.”

Conway glanced back at the brig. “Are you sure I can’t hang out with your wife and the terrifying murderer?”

“C’mon.”



“Wow,” Conway said, glancing around the noisy, smoky bar. “What is this place?”

“Something I cooked up for mine and Kelly’s ‘Healthy Marriage Nights.’ Seemed like a good place for us.”

Conway winced. “‘Healthy Marriage Nights’?”

Baxter gestured Conway toward a stool at the bar, and sat down on the one beside him. “I’ll have a rum and grapefruit. Dave?”

“Irish coffee,” Conway said.

“Yeah, ‘Healthy Marriage Nights,’” Baxter said taking a deep breath. “It’s something Kelly cooked up a while back, just after we nearly divorced last year.”

“You nearly got divorced?”

“It was touch and go, after the time travel thing.”

“Why? The stress of close quarters? No sonic showers? Having to watch all those…what do they call them? Commercials?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “And some other things.”

“Like what?” Conway asked, leaning forward, as the bartender delivered their drinks.

“Not important,” Baxter said. “Not the point of this conversation. Anyway, we try to spend one night apart each week, while the other one watches Steffie. Kelly’s theory is it gives one of us a chance to assert our independence, while the other spends quality one-on-one time with Stef.”

“Bunch of psychobabble, if you ask me.”

“Yes. But it’s my wife’s psychobabble,” Baxter said tersely, sipping his drink. “Anyway, it’s fun. I come here, watch a few Cowboys games. Shoot pool every now and then. It’s relaxing.”

“Did you make yourself some holographic friends?”

“No!” Baxter said. “I’m not that pathetic. I’ve brought Chris here once or twice.”

“Just once or twice?”

“Well, it’s been awkward between us since…” He glanced at Conway. “SO not the point. ANYway, this isn’t just a regular bar. It’s called a ‘sporting bar.’”

“Sporting?”

“Just look,” Baxter said, gesturing with his glass. Behind the bar, and on all the walls, were huge widescreen TVs that showed numerous sporting events at once. Cheers sprang up from the crowd as the showcased game, which appeared to be one of the Cowboys Super Bowl victories of the 1990s, hit a pivotal moment. They always played Cowboys games here. But only the victories, of course.

Conway surved all the screens, and the different sporting events. “Wow. NASCAR!”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “I thought you’d like that. And the best part is…” He trailed off as Conway turned in his seat and sipped his coffee, watching the race on a nearby screen. “We can each watch our favorite sporting events, and we don’t actually have to talk to each other.”

“Uh-huh,” Conway said, sipping and watching.

“Plus, we can get chicken wings!”

Masterful, Baxter thought to himself, and glanced up at the Cowboys game, watching Michael Irvin waltz into the end zone. Maybe this wouldn’t be so painful, after all.

Plus, they could get chicken wings!

Suddenly the holodeck arch appeared and the doors opened onto the Explorer corridor. Counselor Peterman stepped through, carrying Steffie on her hip.

Baxter turned around, gaping. “Hey, Honey, I…”

“Hi Andy. David.”

Conway waved, sipping his drink.

“What are you doing here, Kelly?” Baxter asked. “Should you be bringing our little girl into a bar?”

“You’re right,” Peterman said. “Computer. New program. Activate Richard Simmons Healthy Lifestyles Cabana Cafe.”

“Noooooooooo!” Baxter cried as the bar dissolved around him, and he and Conway were suddenly sitting on stools around a cabana-style bar, with Richard Simmons in a tropical shirt and floppy straw hat, smiling and ready to serve, non-alcoholic, sugar-free margaritas in each hand.

“Sweetie,” Peterman said, walking over and handing Steffie to Baxter. “I need you to watch Steffie. J’hana and her security team are moving a possible psychotic murderer into the genetics lab adjacent to Sickbay and I need to be down there to help.”

“Why not leave her with her sitter?”

Peterman frowned. “Her sitter is the possible psychotic murderer.”

“Oh. Yeah. Right.”



“You should kill him,” J’hana said, pacing the back of the room as Peterman, Tilleran, and Browning observed Chaka in his cell.

“We didn’t ask you, J’hana,” Peterman said. “I’m not even sure why you’re here.”

“Because Chaka’kan now represents a security risk. Even if you’re all too blinded by affection for him to realize it. You should kill him, or better yet, let me do it.”

Tilleran turned and looked at J’hana. “If being a bloodthirsty killer was punishable by death around here…”

J’hana sneered. “Don’t flirt with me unless you mean it, Betazoid.”

“We’re getting off-track,” Peterman said. “The point is, to try to help Chaka. Any ideas?”

Tilleran shrugged as she reviewed her tricorder evidence. “Not much is known about Jem’Hadar genetics. We know the basics, about how they are created, and how they develop, but the technology that went into screening out their malicious intent is somewhat unknown to us.”

“Maybe he just needs a hug,” Browning said softly.

“That’s nice, Janice,” Peterman said. “But I think he’s not so much in the mood for hugging right now.”

Chaka looked up, still holding the tent tight around his shoulders. “Hug? Someone wants a hug? Crush third cervical vertebrate.”

“No! Bad Chaka!” Peterman snapped. “No murderous intentions!”

“Just a little bit?” Chaka asked.

“NO!” Peterman said sharply. “You be a good Jem’Hadar and you stop wanting to kill!”

“He’s not one of your dogs, Counselor,” Tilleran said. “I think this requires a bit more sensitivity then hitting him with a rolled up newspaper every time he tries to kill somebody.”

“Well, I’m open to suggestions,” Peterman said, putting her hands on her hips. “Something’s got to be done.”

“We need to get him into a genetic induction chamber,” Browning said. “Tilleran can only get so much with her tricorder. We need try to reverse the unraveling of his new DNA.”

Peterman turned to Tilleran. “You think?”

The Betazoid nodded. “That would be my suggestion. I think this goes far behind a need for mental health.”

“Can I at least supervise?” Peterman asked.

Browning exchanged glances with Tilleran. “You can watch,” Browning said, as nicely as she could.



Commander Richards sat in the command chair, staring at the viewscreen. “Any more news about Chaka?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder at Ensign Keefler, who stood at tactical.

The young officer shook his head. “He was put inside a genetic induction chamber a few minutes ago, but nothing else.”

“Hmph,” Richards said, folding his arms.

Howard Sefelt turned around in his chair at ops. “Commander, you don’t think he’d, you know, go berserk and try to kill us all, do you?”

“Nah,” Richards said. “I’m sure he’s just experiencing a…glitch.”

“Sheesh,” Cadet Nat Sparks said softly from the helm.

“What?” Sefelt asked.

“Are you afraid of everything?” she asked.

“Yes,” Sefelt said. “Why, aren’t you?”

She shrugged. “Most things. But I met Chaka. He baked me a strudel. He’s nice.”

“Strudel…” Sefelt said, looking back at his panel. “Are not to be trusted.”

“You’re strange,” Sparks said.

“I’m just trying to stay alive,” Sefelt whispered. “You’ll see, soon enough, on this ship, that can be a challenge.”

“Can’t be worse than getting beaten up by the mean girls living on the third floor of Uhura Hall.”

Richards considered that image momentarily, then shook his head to clear it. “That’s enough, you all. Concentrate on the task at hand. Aren’t you mapping something?”

“We were just sitting here,” Sefelt said. “Why, were we supposed to be doing something?”

“Um,” Richards said blankly. “Let me check…”



“What is it with your wife and Richard Simmons?” Conway asked, staring at the festive menu at Simmons’ healthy beachfront cabana, while Baxter tucked Steffie into her high chair and adjusted a bib around her neck. Conway recoiled a bit at the fact that Steffie was positioned between him and Baxter. But both Baxters were slobs when they ate, so he figured he’d be getting hit by food either way. Might as well be the smaller of the two.

“She likes him. I don’t know. I suppose it could be worse. If my Mom wasn’t keeping the real Richard Simmons on board as ship’s counselor on the Pathfinder, I imagine we’d be dealing with the real one. At least this one comes with an ‘off’ switch.”

“Does he even have counseling training?”

Baxter shrugged as he drank his non-alcoholic, sugar-free margarita. It actually wasn’t that bad. He wasn’t sure why Conway threw his at Simmons, other than the fact it wasn’t coffee. “Mom doesn’t place a lot of value on counselors, in general. She didn’t even before she met Kelly, although meeting Kelly didn’t help matters. Sometimes I think she just keeps Simmons on board just to spite my wife. And to help big ol’ Ensign Tully with his weight problem, of course.”

“Why are we here, Andy?”

“Hmmm?” Baxter asked, staring at his drink. “Oh, because Chaka’kan is going crazy and my wife’s trying to deal with it, and Steffie can’t eat dinner in a bar.”

“No. I mean why did you insist that we have dinner?”

“Isn’t that what you wanted?” Baxter asked. “To spend some time with me?”

“Hah,” Conway said, as Richard Simmons crept out from the kitchen and sat a steaming black coffee in front of Conway, lowering his head reverently.

“Sorry for the wait. I…hope you like it,” he said skittishly. In his other hand, he had a plate of chicken fingers for Steffie, complete with an array of dipping sauces. “I’ll be back with your chili, and your chicken wings,” Simmons said, looking from Conway to Baxter. “And please, don’t throw anything else at me. I’m not sure why holograms are programmed to feel pain…but until I get that sorted out, please, I beg of you, be merciful…”

“Be quick about that chili, Simmons,” Conway muttered, staring into his coffee.

“Well?” Baxter asked.

“To be honest,” Conway said with a breath. “I’m not sure why I’m here.”

“Maybe you’re soul-searching. A relationship shakeup can lead to that.”

“I’m not you. I don’t mope around all depressed-like when something goes wrong.”

Baxter cocked his head. “Gee, thanks.”

“See, you’re already starting to mope.”

“I’m not!”

“Here go!” Steffie said, flinging a chicken tender doused in barbecue sauce at Conway. It hit his cheek and rolled down the front of his shirt.

He grabbed it and shook it in Steffie’s face. “WHAT THE HELL WAS THAT?”

Steffie blinked back, smiling. “Yummy!”

“Now Dave, don’t take your problems out on a little girl. She’s not old enough to beat you up yet. It’ll be four, five years before that happens,” Baxter said, sipping his drink with a laugh.

“Funny,” Conway said, flinging the tender back behind the bar. “Is this what dinner time’s like for you every night? Getting food thrown at you?”

“My shirt’s clean so far,” Baxter said. “But then again, the wings haven’t come out, and if they’re Buffalo…well, that’ll be that.”

“Here’s your soup,” Simmons said, sitting a bowl of chili in front of Conway and pushing a plate of steaming chicken wings toward Baxter.

“Yum,” Conway said, and started in on his chili. “I hope this isn’t that lowfat…” He put a spoonful in his mouth and grimaced. “Crap.”

“Richard!” Baxter snapped, holding up a wing. “Where’s the spicy sauce?”

“These aren’t deep fried, silly boy,” Simmons said, patting Baxter’s cheek. “They’re baked, and brushed with a light tomato glaze.”

“Ick,” Baxter said, looking at his wing.

“Now then, I’ll just head to the back and start making your fruit salads. Hope you guys like melons!”

“Not the kind you’re talking about,” Conway muttered.

“Beans!” Steffie said excitedly, and reached into Conway’s chili bowl, grabbing a handful of beans and shoving them in her mouth.

“No! Stop!” Conway said, holding his spoon out protectively in front of him. “What are you doing?”

“Yummy beans!” Steffie grinned, letting most of the beans tumble out of her mouth and onto her pink striped shirt.

“Sorry,” Baxter said, and turned to Steffie. “Sweetie, be careful. That’s hot. You could burn yourself!”

Conway pushed his bowl away. “You know, I’m kind of losing my appetite…”



“There!” Browning said, pointing to the multispectral map of Chaka’s brain on the genetics lab’s viewscreen. “See the imbalance?”

“Yes,” Tilleran said thoughtfully, leaning over the scans, as Chaka lay inert in what looked to Counselor Peterman like a giant cigar tube. She should know…she found enough of them discarded around her house after visits from her father-in-law.

“See it?” Browning asked, looking at Peterman over her shoulder in the dimly lit lab.

“Yeah…” Peterman said. “The pinkish parts?”

“No. The green parts.”

“Oh. Yeah, those.”

“We have to carefully restrand the DNA,” Tilleran said, tapping at controls, as the hues on the map changed. “If we’re too careless with the strands, they’ll come completely unbound, and I don’t have to tell you what’ll happen then.”

“No,” Peterman said. “But it wouldn’t hurt.”

“Genetic decomposition,” Tilleran said.

“He’d turn into oatmeal,” Browning said.

J’hana stepped up from the back of the room. “Did either of you see him move?”

“Impossible,” Browning said, rubbing her chin. “He’s dosed with about 90 milligrams of cetomethacol, which is usually only used on large undomesticated animals. It’s enough to put a human into a coma for eighty years.”

“We used it on J’hana once,” Tilleran said.

“He’s out,” Browning said. “I’d stake my reputation on it.”

Just then, a fist smashed through the glass window on Chaka’s tube. It reached out, then punched a control on the doorpanel of the tube, causing it to wheeze open.

Tilleran and Browning backed away, right into Peterman.

“That’s impossible!” Browning said.

“The Jem’Hadar are bred to resist toxins but even I thought that would work…” Tilleran said.

“Don’t worry,” J’hana said, readying her phaser. “We have forcefields up around the chamber. No way he…”

Chaka climbed out of the chamber, got up, and calmly walked right through the security field.

“Fwarz-sharsh it! Why didn’t anyone tell me he could do that!”

“This is what happens when our crew misses out on the entire Dominion war,” Tilleran said, then grabbed Peterman and Browning by the arm, pulling them to the ground as J’hana ran at Chaka’kan. “Tilleran to all hands. General quarters! Intruder alert! One Jem’Hadar, unarmed but extremely dangerous!”

Chaka looked at J’hana quizzically, then grabbed her by the arm that was holding the phaser, lifted her off the ground and hurled her across the room. She slammed into the opposite wall and fell in a heap.

“Be with you in a minute,” he said, and headed for the door, shrouding himself as he went.

“J’hana!” Tilleran called out, racing to J’hana’s side.

“Finally,” the Andorian sneered, mopping blood off her lip with the back of her hand. “That damn Jem’Hadar robbed me of my first real chance for combat in months when he killed those Orions the other day. Now I can finally face a worthy adversary.” She licked her lips, tasting the blood, as she pushed Tilleran away and leapt to her feet. “Intoxicating. Hold all my calls!” And with that she dashed out the door.

“Everybody okay in here?” Dr. Holly Wilcox asked, running into the genetics lab from Sickbay, which was next door.

“Nothing wounded but our pride,” Tilleran muttered, helping Browning and Peterman to their feet.

“That’s a relief,” Holly said, turning to Browning. “So, uh, does this mean you’re coming back to work here?”

“Heavens no,” Browning sighed, catching her breath.

“Thank…” Holly said, then stop herself. “I mean, thankfully, you all are okay.”

“We are,” Peterman said. “But I’m not sure about everybody else…”



Chaka’kan materialized in the middle of a crowded corridor, to the surprise of pretty much everyone there. He snarled as he stalked down the passageway, knocking over every crewmember in his reach as he made his way to the nearest turbolift.

“You are all easy kills. You are not worth my time.”

“But I am!” J’hana called out, leaping through the air and tackling him into the waiting turbolift, as two confused ensigns scrambled out.

“Residence deck!” Chaka growled, gripping J’hana by the arms and pinning her to the wall of the cramped lift.

“Brig!” Jhana shouted back

“Residence deck!”

“Brig!”

With every order, the turbolift bleeped obligingly and shifted direction. It was becoming dizzying, not that it bothered Chaka much.

The two of them tangled, until finally Chaka leapt toward the ceiling, planting his feet so as to secure himself at the top of the car. He twisted at the hatch on top of the lift and popped it open, then climbed through as the moving car descended. He jumped off the car and grabbed the nearby ladder.

J’hana dove after him, scrambling up the ladder.

When he arrived at the nearest doors, Chaka shoved his fingers between them and pried them open, crawling out and dashing down the corridor.

By the time J’hana climbed out, he had shrouded again.

“FWARK IT ALL!” she roared.



“What do you mean he’s LOOSE?” Richards asked, pacing the bridge.

“As in he’s not in our custody,” Peterman said over the com channel as she sat on one of the biobeds in Sickbay. “Don’t be smart with me. Send a security team to Steffie’s location immediately.”

“I think I should send a security team to Chaka’s location immediately,” Richards said. “J’hana could need some help.”

“She’ll be fine,” Tilleran said over the comm channel. “She does this sort of thing all the time.”

“Not this exact sort of thing,” Richards countered. “I’m sending backup.”

“She’ll be mad at you,” Tilleran said.

“I don’t care.” Richards glanced at Keefler. “Ensign, form a team and go down there.”

“J’hana hates it when we break up a good fight, sir.”

“Just do it. And send some people down to the Toddlercise class.”

Sefelt cowered at his station. “What about the bridge? Can’t you send some people to the bridge?”

Richards sighed. “Howie, I personally promise you, if Chaka comes here, I’ll throw myself in front of him.”

“Somehow that’s not all that comforting, sir.”



“What do you mean he’s LOOSE?” Baxter demanded, nearly choking on a small chicken wing bone.

“I’m not doing this again,” Peterman fumed over the com channel. “Dear, go to the nearest weapons closet, grab an armful of phaser rifles and then lock yourself in there with Steffie. Richard Simmons is not equipped for hand to hand combat and you know it!”

“Boy, I wish we were still in a bar,” Conway said. “This would all go much better if I were drunk right now.”

Baxter slammed his chicken wing down. “First of all, honey, how will I fire an armload of rifles? That doesn’t even make sense…”

“Andy! GO! NOW!”

“Right,” Baxter said, and slid off his stool, grabbing Conway by the arm. “C’mon, Dave. I need you.”

Conway brightened. “Really?”

“Seems to me you owe me one since I shot your ex-girlfriend a few years back.”

“So then in reality, you owe me two, because of the three you owed me from last year. Although yours is really only half, because I think you only winged her…I finished her off, remember?”

“Shut up and come on! Computer, arch! Simmons, stay with my daughter and don’t let anyone into the holodeck!”

“Could you get some cool whip while you’re out?” Simmons called from the rear of the cabana.



Plato walked out of the gym, towel around his neck, whistling a tune as he walked. “See, I told you that you’d feel better after a workout, Colby.”

Cadet Colby Mathers shrugged. “I still feel fat.”

“Stick with me. You’ll slim down in no time.”

“Easy for you to say. You can assume any shape you want.”

“Well, not really,” Plato said. “I’m still having trouble with abs of steel. Though I can do alligator skin…”

“Neat!” Mathers said, as sudennly Chaka’kan materialized in front of them.

“Speaking of alligator skin,” Plato said with a chuckle.

Chaka grabbed Plato by the throat and lifted him off his feet.

“Urk! I was just kidding, Chaka!”

“Founder,” Chaka said. “I’m sorry to have disturbed you.”

“Disturbed me? Chaka, what are you talking about?”

“Mustn’t kill the Founder,” Chaka said, and dropped Plato. He then sped off, shrouding again.

“CHAKA!” J’hana shouted from the other end of the corridor.

“He w-went that way,” Mathers said, pointing dumbly.

J’hana pushed past Plato and Mathers. “Find the nearest empty room and lock yourselves in there. I will take care of this!”

“What’s wrong with Chaka, J’hana?”

“Personally, I think he’s great, but others on this ship take a dim view of homicide. Later!” And she turned down the next corridor, her antennae twitching madly.



“Last time we saw him, he was moving through Deck Nine. But he shrouded again, and J’hana’s having trouble locating him,” Tilleran said over Baxter’s communicator as he and Conway moved down the corridor back toward the holodeck, phaser rifles in tow.

“Great, more good news,” Baxter said. “Has he actually killed anyone yet?”

“No, just scared the dickens out of people,” Peterman said. “Including me!”

“Well, then there’s hope,” Baxter said.

“Did I mention it was a brilliant idea keeping a Jem’Hadar on staff?” Conway asked, cradling his rifle.

“He was more harmless than Howie Sefelt until very recently.”

“Just goes to show you can’t trust people. They change without a moment’s notice.”

“You know, you could talk to Alexa. Tell her you want her back.”

“Nah. It’s useless. She wants kids, I don’t.”

“Then stop sulking.”

“I’m not sulking.”

Baxter turned to Conway. “Then why are you here?”

“I told you, I just wanted to catch up!”

Baxter stomped his foot. “Damn it, Conway, you don’t like me any more than I like you, so why are you here?”

They walked up to the holodeck, and Baxter keyed the door open. Steffie peered out. “Daddy?”

“Daddy’s just fine, Stef. Let’s go inside and have dessert while Daddy protects you from the crazy murderer.”

“Fruit salad, everyone!” Richard Simmons called from his beachside cabana.

“That’s why,” Conway whispered. “I wanted to see your life. The one I could have had.”

“Oh. So it’s not about sulking,” Baxter muttered, leaning against the holodeck doors. “It’s about yearning for what could have been. Cripes, Conway, that doesn’t sound like you.”

“Yearning,” Conway snapped. “Not on your life. I just wanted to remind myself what a crapload this family life of yours is. I needed to be sure that I didn’t want kids. Didn’t want the responsibility.”

“You command a Starship!”

“Yeah, but it’s nothing like the responsibility you have with a kid. And I don’t want it!”

Baxter blinked. “So that’s it? You just wanted to be sure you didn’t want kids?”

“Yeah, and trust me, that’s loud and clear. If this was my ship, and I had a killer loose on it, I’d have guns blazing everywhere. But you can’t do that, cause one stray shot may hit your kid, and that can’t happen. It ties your hands, compromises your ability to command. Why on Earth would I want something like that on my shoulders, on top of all the other stuff? Huh?”

Baxter shrugged. “I…guess we have different priorities.”

“Damn right,” Conway said, checking the settings on his rifle. “And it didn’t take mind-fusion for us to figure that out. Now you stay here and watch your kid. I’ll take care of the Jem’Hadar.”

Baxter watched Conway stalk off. “Um….okay. Thanks!”



Chaka’kan materialized in the Constellation Club, amidst pounding music and frantic, carefree dancing. Apparently the General Quarters announcement never made its way down here.

“Can I get you something to…ahhhhh!” Mirk cried, ducking behind the bar as Chaka hurled a blade at him, and it just barely missed his head.

“This party must come to an end!” Chaka announced suddenly.

At the same time, the door on the other side of the room blew open with a concussive force that knocked Chaka to the deck, and J’hana raced through the smoke and fire and onto the dancefloor.

“We’re at general quarters, Mister Mirk,” she called over to the bar. “Did you not hear the announcement?”

“I think the music was too loud,” he squeaked, still hiding behind the bar.

J’hana turned to Chaka. “You want to dance?” she demanded. “Let’s dance!”

“Just wanted to remind everyone that we’ve got drink specials all night long!” Mirk called from behind the bar. “And to hide behind some furniture until the homicidal maniac is caught!”

“Andorian,” Chaka’kan said. “You will be a pleasurable kill.”

“That’s what my last few boyfriends told me,” J’hana said. She tossed her phaser aside and hurled herself at Chaka, fingers clenched into claws, rolling on the deck with him.

“I do not know what you are doing,” she seethed. “But cease and desist now or I will kill you!”

“Leave me alone and let me kill!” Chaka growled, climbing to his feet and rearing up over J’hana, fists poised for a deathblow.

“Be NORMAL!” J’hana ordered, drawing her feet back to kick at Chaka.

“Be unconscious!” Conway called from the smouldering doorway, blasting his rifle at Chaka, nailing him three times in the back and sending him reeling to the floor.

J’hana leaned up on her knees, staring down at Chaka’s still body. “Shazzit, Conway! He was my kill!”

“Relax,” Conway said, strolling in. “I had the thing on stun”

“I had the situation well in hand, Conway,” J’hana muttered, turning to look at Chaka.

“Sorry,” Conway said flatly, lowering his weapon.

“You had better be,” J’hana said, glancing down at the Jem’Hadar. She tapped her combadge and called for a medical team, just as Keefler and a squadron of security officers ran into the bar. She glared at them. “Oh, for fwark’s sake. Backup? Someone’s going to pay for this…”

“Can I get anyone anything?” Mirk asked, peering from behind the bar.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58029.8. With Chaka’kan adequately…subdued…Dr. Browning and Lt. Commander Tilleran were able to resume their reconstruction work on the Jem’Hadar’s unraveling DNA. After some time recovering in a genetic broth of some kind, I’m told he’ll emerge completely normal, which is obviously a source of great relief. Hmmm. Speaking of broth, it’s just about lunchtime…



“Leaving so soon?” Baxter asked, as he caught up with Conway heading toward the shuttlebay.

“Yeah, I chased a lunatic through the corridors and shot him in the back, so I’d say my work here is done,” Conway muttered, shouldering his duffle. “Dinner was good last night, by the way.”

“Yes. Well, tracking temporarily insane genetically engineered predators does cause one to work up an appetite, so…”

“Hey, if I what I said about Steffie offended you…”

Baxter glanced at Conway. “You could give a crap?”

“Yup. Although you did help me out of a tough spot.”

“Deciding whether or not to try and repair your marriage?”

“No, deciding on one more week on Sharlot Six watching NASCAR or a week on Risa getting my feet rubbed by oily women.”

“I take it you’ve decided on the oily women,” Baxter said with a grin.

“But of course,” Conway said.

“Then the other stuff you said…”

Conway shrugged. “Just in the heat of battle.”

“Well, I guess all that matters then is that you’ve enjoyed your vacation.”

“Nope,” Conway said, and ducked into the shuttlebay. “Can’t say that.”

Baxter stood in the doorway. “See you later, then, Dave.”

“Hopefully later than sooner,” Conway said with a chuckle, and stepped on board his runabout. “Try not to get blown up, in the meantime.”

Baxter put his hands on his hips. “Yeah. Love you too, buddy.” He shook his head, turning and heading back to the bridge.



Dr. Browning sat down at the desktop terminal in her quarters and sipped her hot chocolate as the connection completed. The subspace array at DS9 was notoriously slow to connect, especially when there were ion storms in the area.

“This is Pogo,” the voice of the changeling outcast suddenly piped up, surprising Browning.

“Pogo! I didn’t expect you to appear so quickly.”

“Is there an emergency?”

“Well, not anymore…”

“I gave you this signal for emergencies, Doctor…”

“Well, let’s say there could be one. You may want to get your Jem’Hadar checked out at the next outpost, by a geneticist…”

“Yes, well, those are somewhat hard to come by in the outer reaches of the Dominion…”

Browning bit her lip. “Well, find one. You see…there’s something a tad…off…with these nice Jem’Hadar. Just trust me on this one…”

“Mom, who are you talking to?” Plato called from his bedroom, popping his head out and elongating his neck so he could see into the living room.

Browning turned the terminal away from Plato. “Nobody, dear. Don’t worry about it. I’ll be in to tuck you in soon…”

“But it’s the middle of the day!”

“Whatever,” Browning said, and smiled at Pogo on the screen, whispering: “Just remember what I said, Pogo. And be safe. And…call me once in a while if you need someone to talk to, okay?”

“Okay…” a slightly-confused-looking Pogo replied, as Browning cut the channel.



“So it’s safe to say you’re feeling yourself again,” Counselor Peterman said, pouring hot tea for her and Chaka, who sat on the couch opposite her in her office.

Chaka gingerly took the cup of tea and sipped it, looking at her bashfully. “Yes, it’s…safe.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Peterman said.

“In fact,” Chaka said, as he sipped. “You really don’t need that security guard outside your door.”

“Oh, him?” Peterman asked nervously. “He’s just…testing for…um….he’s going to walk the dogs, later, is all…”

“Don’t be ashamed, Counselor,” Chaka said. “You have reason to fear me. You all do.”

“Not anymore. Tilleran fixed your DNA problem. You’re good as new.”

“But isn’t it possible there’s more to it?” Chaka asked. “More than a DNA problem?”

Peterman crinkled her nose. “Like what?”

“Like…a spiritual problem?”

“Gosh, I hope not.”

Chaka nodded. “Me too.”

“But we can talk about that. We can keep talking about, in fact, until you feel yourself again.”

“Even in the best of circumstances, I remain what I always was, and ever will be, Counselor,” Chaka said. “A born and bred killer.”

“Well, that might be true for other Jem’Hadar, but not for you. You were bred specifically to be ‘nice.’ And if you give it time, I think you’ll find that kindness will come through again.”

“You think?”

She reached forward and took Chaka’s hand. “I’m sure of it.”

“Then where, may I ask, is Steffie, Counselor?”

Peterman swallowed, gently pulling back her hand. “She’s…Janice wanted to watch her today…you know, she said business was slow in the restaurant and…”

“I see,” Chaka said, and stood. “Same time tomorrow?”

“Sure,” Peterman said as the Jem’Hadar headed for the door.

“Very good.” He walked to the door and stood there a moment, then turned back toward Peterman. “All things in good time, then?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“We shall see.” And he walked out into the corridor.

Peterman leaned back and sighed. “Yeah, I guess we will…”



THE END.



NEXT:



Once upon a time, Kelly Peterman and Deanna Troi hated each other. Thankfully, though, that’s all in the past. Or is it? When a confrontation at yet another auspicious book signing rubs Peterman the wrong way, she sets out to show Troi that she doesn’t hold grudges. No matter what the cost.




Clash of the Titan



“I’m just saying it’s weird,” Lt. Commander Hartley said, pushing her fork through her scrambled eggs as she sat in Space Tastes with Mirk. “Richards looks like he’s been through hell lately. I think he’s still agonizing over Janice.”

Mirk munched on his toast thoughtfully. “Strange.”

“What? That Richards still has issues over Janice after all these years?”

“No. That you care. You’re not the gossipy type.”

Hartley glared at Mirk. “Gossipy?”

“Well, you know, talking about what’s going on with other people. People usually just go to you, and you listen. Sometimes you give them brief advice; more often than not, you make obscene gestures at them and kick them out of your engine room.”

“Well, I don’t accept your premise, but let’s hold onto that argument for a later date,” Hartley said icily, and put her fork down. She folded her arms. “I don’t care that much, really. I just don’t want Richards to flake out and run away again.”

“He has played that card a few too many times,” Mirk said thoughtfully.

“And it’s annoying! Whenever he runs off, I seem to get a promotion, and I’m happy where I am.”

“I was never attracted to the ambitious types.”

“You don’t understand…I hate having the ‘conn.’ I hate putting together shift schedules. I hate listening to department heads whine about not getting enough resources. I don’t want to be First Officer, and I just know that Baxter would promote me if Chris left again.”

“The insensitive bastard,” Mirk said with a chuckle.

“It’s not funny. You know I’m right, and you know I’d be miserable as second in command.”

“How about captain?”

Hartley fought it off for a moment, then allowed a mischievous grin. “Planning a mutiny, sweetie? In that case, I’m on board.”

“No,” Mirk said. “I just thought you might like to be Captain one day. A lot fewer mundane details. A lot more grand thinking.”

“Dammit, boys! I told you not to poop in the restaurant!” Captain Andy Baxter muttered, stooping to spray poo dematerializer on the tiny piles left by Peterman’s pomeranians, Boomer and Starbuck, who were tugging on their leashes as the captain bent awkwardly to clean up the poo..

“Yeah,” Hartley said. “Let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves.” She glanced over. “Hey, Captain. Need some help?”

“No,” Baxter grunted, pocketing the spray and ushering Boomer and Starbuck into the restaurant. “I’m fine. Just a little bit of a doodie problem.”

“Duty?” Mirk asked. “I’ve always felt you had a strong sense of duty. Misplaced sometimes, but…”

“No. DOO-TIE!” Baxter said, collapsing into the chair between Hartley and Mirk with a huff. “Feces. Caca. Poo-poo!”

“Check please,” Hartley muttered, pushing away from the table.

“Enjoying breakfast, you two?” Baxter asked, as Mirk and Hartley both rose from their chairs.

“Yeah,” Mirk said. “Just catching up on some shipwide gossip. You know…getting the, um…scoop.”

“Oh yeah?” Baxter grinned, missing the pun entirely. “What’s the news today?”

“I just heard my captain say the word ‘caca,’ for starters,” Hartley said, laughing. “That should keep me going the rest of the day. C’mon, Mirk. Walk me to Engineering.”

“Glad I could be of help!” Baxter called after Hartley and Mirk as they walked out.

The doors from the kitchen opened and Dr. Browning whisked out two silver trays, setting them on a round table in the middle of the restaurant.

“Sorry I’m running late, Andy,” she said. “I was helping Plato finish an xenobotany project this morning and time got away from me.”

“That’s okay,” Baxter said. “I was stuck on the bridge watching a star go nova.”

“Hope it wasn’t an important one,” Browning said, and disappeared back into the kitchen.

Just then, Commander Richards walked, or rather, limped into the restaurant, looking around. “Where is everyone?” he asked.

“You didn’t see the announcement?” Baxter said, tying the pomeranians’ leashes to a nearby chair. “I reserved the restaurant for a couple hours this morning.”

“For what?”

“It’s Kelly’s birthday,” Baxter said. “I’m, uh, doing a brunch thing for her.”

“How special,” Richards said, shifting, antsy. “So when can I come back?”

“Twelve hundred’ll be fine,” Baxter said, rising to head back to the kitchen as Browning emerged with two more trays and a candleabra. “Actually, the whole thing was Janice’s idea.”

“I’m a romantic,” Browning giggled.

“I know,” Richards said, as J’hana walked in behind him.

“Oh, look at that,” she said, glancing, startled, at Richards. “Commander, I did not know you would be here.”

“Yes. Me neither,” Richards said.

“Would you like to dine together? As professionals?” J’hana asked with an exaggerated bow.

“We’ll have to do it at the Gilded Tribble,” Richards said. “This place is reserved for some birthday thing.”

“Sorry!” Baxter said, as Browning put the trays down and he lifted one of their lids. “Mmmm! ‘Breakfast bake.’”

“Full of steamy hot…breakfast,” Browning said, glancing down into the deep tray.

“The best kind,” Baxter said.

“Ick,” Richards muttered, and turned. “C’mon, J’hana.”

“If you like, we can share a meal outside the workplace environment,” J’hana said stiffly, following Richards out of the restaurant.

“What the heck was that?” Browning asked, wrinkling up her nose as Baxter rummaged in the kitchen.

He emerged moments later weighed down with candles. “Who knows. They’re both coping with heartache, and I suppose they find comfort in each other’s company.”

“Not that they have a whole lot in common,” Browning observed.

“Quick, help me light these candles.”

“Please don’t set a tablecloth on fire like you did last time!” Browning asked as Baxter handed her a small ignition torch.

“I’m cleared on all six major workstations on a Galaxy-class starship,” Baxter said. “I can light candles…”

“Sorry I doubted you,” Browning said, leaning over to light two candles and placing them on tables at strategic corners of the restaurant. “Computer, dim lights!”

“Ahhh, my hand!” Baxter shrieked, as hot wax dripped off one of the candles and onto his hand.

“I’ll get my medkit,” Browning said, darting back to the kitchen.

Counselor Peterman stepped in, glancing around. “Hey, where is every…?”

“Surprise!” Baxter said weakly, clutching his burning palm as he looked around the candlelit restaurant. “Happy birthday, sweetie.”

“Did you cover your hand in hot wax?” she asked, walking up to him.

“Just a little bit.”

“I can’t believe Janice let you light candles,” she muttered, and pulled Baxter gently into a kiss. “Hunh. I thought it was odd when you offered to walk my dogs.”

“Well, you know…I didn’t want you to be late after taking Stef to toddlercise. I know how you usually loiter in the arboretum.”

Peterman leaned down and rubbed her pomeranians on the head. “Good boys! Did you two go number twos?”

“Yes,” Baxter said. “Very recently. They both went. So if you add it up, I guess…they did, um, number four.”

“Hold on, the doctor’s in the house!” Browning called, scurrying over with a medkit. “Happy birthday, Kelly!”

Peterman sunk into a chair at the center table and looked out over the breakfast spread. “I’m just another year older. Let’s not overanalyze it, okay?”

“You mean let’s not talk about it,” Browning said as she ran a dermal regenerator over Baxter’s hand, then tucked it back in her kit. “I keep forgetting, you’re funny about the whole getting old thing.”

“I’m not getting old!” Peterman snapped, squeezing her eyes shut, her hair flailing as she shook her head.

“Let me know if you guys need anything else,” Browning said with a wry smile. “I put out three kinds of juice. And some…aged grapes.”

“Thanks, Janice,” Baxter said, sitting opposite Peterman as Browning walked to the back, activating the blast doors that closed the restaurant off from mall traffic.

“This is very nice, Andy,” Peterman said, reaching across the table to take Baxter’s hand. “You really shouldn’t have.”

“I had the time,” Baxter said, wincing and pulling back, exchanging his charred hand for the other, less burned, hand. “All this sector mapping has left me with a surprising amount of free time.”

“After all these years, you’d really think we’d mapped everything.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “Makes me wonder when we’ll get an interesting assignment again. You know, I’m just itching to assassinate the leader of an enemy planet or something.”

“When have we ever been given an assignment like that?” Peterman laughed as Baxter poured her some orange juice.

“Never,” Baxter said. “At least, not that you’re supposed to know about.”

“Very funny.” She watched Baxter pour himself a glass of grapefruit juice. “But really, Andy. I appreciate this.”

“You deserve it. You’ve been working extra hard lately. What with trying to keep people from being bloodthirsty killers.”

“You mean Chaka and…?”

“Me,” Baxter said. “The whole wanting to kill Ficker thing. I know I got a little out of hand.”

“It’s understandable. He’s your nemesis.”

“I have a nemesis?” Baxter asked as he spooned some of Browning’s breakfast casserole onto Peterman’s plate. It was yellow and jiggly with lots of lumps, but beyond that Peterman couldn’t quite figure what it was. “A nemesis. That’s pretty cool.”

“Well, just as long as you keep things in perspective, I think you’ll be ok.”

“Yes,” Baxter said, his hand shaking a bit as he dumped some casserole in his plate. “Perspective is key.”

“You okay?”

“Yup!” Baxter sipped his juice and grinned at her. “Cheers!”

“Cheers,” Peterman said, clinking her juice glass with his.

“To turning thirty…”

“Andy…”

“…something,” Baxter said, blanching. “Thirty-something.”

“Let’s not bother trying to calculate the years,” Peterman muttered. “Let’s eat.”

“But wait, there’s more!” Baxter said.

“More?” Peterman asked, chewing a mouthful of the casserole, which was surprisingly good given its unidentifiable appearance. “Andy, you really didn’t have to make a big fuss…”

Baxter leaned forward conspiratorially. “We’re on our way to another charting mission, this time in the Buute Sector, and I scheduled a little detour.”

“Really?”

“You know Deanna Troi’s latest book?”

“Yes! I finished it last night. Klingon love songs and love taps…it was very romantic.” Peterman thought about it as she chewed. “Better than the last book, even.”

“Well, honey, you’ll get to tell Troi what you think of her book in person. She’s holding a book signing on Tragus Six, and we’re going to be there!”

Peterman’s eyes widened. “Really?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “I just thought it’d be fun…”

Peterman leaned forward excitedly, kissing Baxter deep on the mouth. “Sweetie! You know me so well. Only you would figure out that I want to cover my jealousy of Troi by gushing to her about her book in a public setting.”

“Well…sure that’s what I thought. Plus, you know, after she snubbed you at that other book signing, I figured she’d want to make good.”

“Oh, that was five years ago,” Peterman said with a dismissive wave. “We were both different people then. Dee and I talked it all out when she and those other officers from the Enterprise came aboard the Explorer.”

“Yes. The Grease thing.”

“We settled our differences through music and dance.”

“That’s nice,” Baxter said, scooping eggs in his mouth.

“A wop bobba loo bop,” Peterman affirmed.

“I still don’t know what that means.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58059.4. We’ve arrived at the Tragus system, after an odd malfunction in our warp core sequencers required us to stop for repairs. My Chief Engineer tells me we will be back on track in about eight hours, after a thorough diagnostic and repair.



Chief Engineer’s Addendum: There’s nothing wrong with the stupid engines. I just wanted to clear that up.



“Wow, it’s beautiful, Andy,” Counselor Peterman said, taking Baxter’s arm and skipping down the stairs from the transport site, a copy of Troi’s book, “Tripping the Light Masochistic: Klingon Mating Rituals” tucked under her arm.

The transport site was impressive: a tower elevated high over the ancient and beautiful Tragan city. The place had a vibrant, colorful, historic feel…almost like the Mayan or Aztec ruins, back on Earth, but even more shiny and resilient.

“Yeah,” Baxter said, glancing around. “Lots of bricks.”

“Colorful bricks!” Peterman said. “The foundation of any strong society. Hmm…there’s a book idea…”

“Sounds a bit boring,” Baxter said, and Peterman immediately let go of her hand as they walked across the bustling plaza.

“Boring! Is that what you really think?”

“I was just being honest,” Baxter shrugged.

“Well, I have another little chestnut tucked away. I could go back to that…”

“What, the one about our marriage falling apart?”

“Yeah. I’m thinking of calling it ‘Captain and I-Can’t-Deal.’”

“The brick thing actually doesn’t sound half bad,” Baxter said.

“Maybe I’ll get some inspiration at the book store.”

“I’ve heard this Flargus and Noble store is the biggest one in six sectors,” Baxter said. “It’s huge. They have three floors dedicated solely to rust. Plus they have really good scones.”

“Hm. Maybe they have a floor or two on bricks.”

“One can only hope.” Baxter shuddered, as they approached the grand skyscraper that towered on the other side of the plaza. The Tragans treasured their local landmarks, but had wisely found ways to build commerce around them. No sense wasting good shopping opportunities. Onward and upward, and all.

The pair walked up to the doors to the huge Flargus and Noble store, and Baxter opened the door for Peterman, gesturing her in.

They walked right into an enormous line, that trailed up into the store, and off into the foreseeable distance.

Baxter stooped, squinting. “Wow. That’s…I wonder what this is for?”

“It’s for Troi’s book. It’s got to be. She wouldn’t have let them book anything else on the day of her signing.” Peterman twitched a bit. “Looks like the book’s doing well.”

“You okay, sweetie?”

“I’m just fine,” Peterman said, and waved her padd at him. On the back was a picture of Troi, strewn casually on a couch, arms wrapped tight around her husband, Will Riker, smiling the easy smile of success. “I’m happy for Dee. I really am. See, I’ve got my book all ready to be autographed!”

“This’ll be fun,” Baxter said, trying desperately to convince himself as the line moved.



TWO HOURS LATER



“Explorer to Captain Baxter,” came the voice of Richards.

“Richards, thank God,” Baxter said, leaning against a nearby wall and stretching out his back as Peterman held his place in line. “Please tell me there’s a huge emergency somewhere.”

“No. I was just wondering what was taking so long.”

“There’s…something of a line.”

“Want me to send down a security team?”

“I hardly think that would help.”

“Hey, the Titan’s in orbit!” Richards blurted.

“Of course it is,” Peterman called over. “That’s Troi’s ship.”

“Should we send a friendly hail or something?”

“Don’t bother them,” Baxter said. “The less suspicion we arouse, the better. I’m not going back to Starfleet Academy again.”

“Right,” Richards said. “Well do you at least want me to beam down a book for you to read to pass the time?”

“We’re in a freaking book store!” Baxter snapped.

“Fine. Well, enjoy the wait,” Richards said, and closed the channel.

“Good to know you two boys are all patched up,” Peterman chided, as Baxter walked back over.

“We’re fine,” Baxter said.

“Then why don’t you guys hang out like you used to? I used to have to drag you away from the pool table…even though you always lost.”

“I remain a respectable six and thirty-six. But all thirty-six losses were close.” Baxter sighed. “Anyway, he’s always busy.”

“Maybe he’s seeing someone?”

“Nah. Everybody knows everybody’s business on the Explorer. If he was seeing someone, I’d know it.”

“Maybe he’s just going through a self-centered phase.”

“Now that’s very likely.”

“Yeah. And you turned out fine after you came out of yours, so…”

“My what? When did I have a self-centered phase?”

“I dunno. When you made out with my best friend?”

Baxter glared at Peterman. “Are you STILL talking about that?”

“It’s a big deal!”

“Janice and I have forgotten all about it.”

“Well, maybe there are others who haven’t. Would you like it if Chris and I made out?”

Baxter considered that. “Not especially. But if you’re really itching to, go ahead and try. Happy Birthday.”

Peterman patted Baxter’s chest. “Relax. I’m okay, really. But my point is, maybe Chris isn’t.”

“Should I talk to him?”

“That usually helps.”

“Yeah, helps him maybe, but I don’t wanna.”

“Real mature, Andy.”

“Oooh, the line’s moving!” Baxter said, making his way up the steps to the second level. “I can see the top of her hair!”

“Is it mussed? Are there bad bangs?”

Baxter stood on tip-toe. “No…actually her hair looks pretty great.”

“Feel free to lie to me,” Peterman muttered, hugging her padd. “Nevermind. I’m happy for her. I really am. Her book’s great, her hair’s great, her husband’s great…”

“Your husband’s not too shabby either.”

“Yeah,” Peterman said distantly, craning her neck to see Troi. She caught a glance of the Betazoid and waved. Troi looked at her, or rather, through her. “Hey! Dee! It’s me, Kelly!”

Troi just looked away, and signed another book.

“Odd,” Peterman said. “She must not have seen me.”

“Doesn’t she have telepathic powers?” Baxter asked.

“Empathic,” Peterman said. “It’s not the same.”

“What does it mean?”

Peterman let out an exasperated sigh. “It means she doesn’t always see her friends at book signings, even when she’s looking at them!”

“Right. Say, mind if I go find a book?”



TWO HOURS LATER



“Wow, I didn’t realize Texas Stadium had that many seats,” Baxter said, cradling a large blue padd plastered with the words “From Dallas to Dubuque: The Cowboys Rise and Fall.”

“Sir,” a thin Bajoran man with a nametag that read “Polu” said, glancing over Baxter’s shoulder as he stood in line. “This is not a lending library.”

“Are you sure?” Baxter asked. “I mean, have you really checked? Maybe it is and you just don’t realize it.”

“Dear, don’t antagonize the management.”

“Are you planning on purchasing that book, sir?”

“Maybe I am,” Baxter said. “I haven’t decided.”

“Could it be that you took it just so you would have something to read in line?”

“Pffft. Now why would I do that?”

“Good question, as it’s tantamount to stealing.”

“Oh, please,” Peterman said. “Now you’re being ridiculous.”

“Am I?”

“Yes, you am,” Baxter said. “Er, are. Anyway, if you and your people did a better job managing this insanely long line, maybe we wouldn’t have to resort to reading in line!”

“Sir, if you’re not going to purchase that book, I’ll have to ask for you to give it to me.”

“I’ll do no such thing, Mister Polu.”

“Polu’s my first name.”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake,” Baxter said, shoving the padd into the man’s hand. “Why don’t you just…”

“Is there a problem here?” a gruff but friendly voice asked from behind Polu.

Baxter glanced up at a Starfleet officer, bearded, roughly as tall as he was, with piercing blue eyes. “Will!” Baxter said. “Will Riker!”

Riker cocked his head, glancing at Baxter’s pips. “Do I know you, Captain?”

“Well, not directly, maybe, but by reputation I’m sure,” Baxter said.

“We’re sorry for the wait, friend,” Riker said, patting Baxter’s shoulder. “Polu, go easy on them. They’re Starfleet.”

“Whatever you say, Captain Riker! Can I get you more blintzes?”

“No. I’m fine. Actually, I’ve got to get back to the Titan. Conference call with the Romulans.” He tossed a wave at Baxter and Peterman. “Enjoy the signing Captain, Commander.”

“Commander?” Peterman asked, startled. “I’m a Counselor, damn it!” she called after Riker, but he’d already disappeared into the crowd.

Polu sighed and stuffed the padd of Cowboys history back into Baxter’s hand. “Enjoy the read.”

“Thanks,” Baxter said, cradling the padd protectively and watching im walk off. “Riker sure was acting weird.”

“Well, truth be told, we really didn’t have much interaction with him,” Peterman said.

“Yeah, but…he’s a prominent Starfleet captain, and I’m a…nother Starfleet captain.”

“There are lots of captains out there, sweetie,” Peterman said. “They’re not all going to recognize you on sight.”

“But…”

“Don’t fret about it. We’ll talk to Dee about it when we see her. Maybe we’ll set up a dinner on the Titan.”

“That would be nice,” Baxter said.

Peterman glanced at the front of the line. Troi was now in plain sight, and could be heard chatting amicably with the patrons in line. She really was good at that…mixing with the little people. She smiled, was polite, not dismissive, not self-important. Peterman would have to remember that, if and when she ever had a book-signing of her own.



FORTY MINUTES LATER



“Finally!” Peterman said with a comical sigh, setting her padd in front of Troi and smiling. “You have quite the following, Dee.”

Troi glanced at her, smiling politely, and cocked her head, seeming a little thrown off at being referred to in the familiar. “Yes, well, I’m glad people are responding to the book. It’s an important topic.”

“I’ll say,” Peterman said, as Baxter stood behind her, patiently waiting to be reintroduced. “I’m actually working on a book of my own. Well, it’s an unfinished work…but I’m about ready to get back to it. It’s about relationships and…”

“Who should I make this out to?” Troi asked, readying her stylus and poising it over the front of the padd.

“It’s for me,” Peterman said. “Sorry, I didn’t bring extra copies for my friends. But that would’ve been a good idea.”

“That’s fine. But who should I make it out to? What’s your name?”

“My…name…” Peterman stared blankly at Troi.

“It’s Kelly,” Baxter said quickly, stepping up beside Peterman. “Kelly Peterman. You know, from the Explorer?”

“Great,” Troi said, scrawling on the front of the padd and handing it to Peterman. “Thanks for coming, Katie. Good luck with your book.”

“Kelly!” Peterman snapped, leaning forward on the table. “THE NAME IS KELLY!”

Troi leaned back a bit. “I’m…sorry…”

“You can’t remember her name? Use that sympathy thing of yours!” Baxter suggested, as he felt a pair of strong hands wrap around his arms. A hulking Therrian security guard grabbed Baxter in two hands, and Peterman in the other two hands.

“You’ve seen the counselor,” the Therrian, whose nametag read “Grabo the Mercurial” rumbled. “Now it’s time to go.”

“B-but…” Peterman stammered as she was dragged away. “BUT YOU KNOW ME!”

“And it’s her birthday!” Baxter added.

“Happy Birthday, Kelsey,” Troi said flatly, and gestured to the next person in line.



“So yeah, she’s ticked,” Baxter said, chalking up his cue and crouching, surveying the green carpet of the pool table, as the small, early evening crowd in the Constellation Club murmured around them. “She turned three shades of red as we walked back to the transport site.”

“Embarrassment red?” Richards asked, sipping his Rigellian lager and watching Baxter line up his shot.

“Oh, no. Anger red,” Baxter said.

“What are you going to do?”

“Do?” Baxter asked, aiming his cue at the cue ball and squinting one eye, taking aim. “What is there to do? We’re off to our next assignment. It’s over.”

“Happy birthday, eh?” Richards asked, as Baxter shot, and missed the cue ball entirely.

Baxter glared up at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I just mean, it’s a shame that’s what Kelly will remember about her birthday.” Richards paused momentarily to study his shot, then fired, knocking the solid red, then the solid green into the back corner pocket.

“It’s not my fault Troi didn’t remember her,” Baxter said. “You’d think she would. I mean, the whole thing with the Grease musical was pretty disturbing.”

“Maybe she blocked it out,” Richards suggested.

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “Maybe.”

“Or maybe she’s just being mean.”

“Huh?” Baxter watched, dumbfounded, as Richards sunk another ball, solid orange. “When did you get so good at this?”

“Playing you gives me plenty of time for practice, since you miss so many of your shots.”

“Take your next shot, Richards,” Baxter muttered.

“Wow, Captain Testy,” Richards said, and aimed again, firing, sinking the solid blue ball.

“You know, Chris, I’ve noticed you haven’t been yourself lately.”

“I feel pretty much myself,” Richards said. “I’m kicking your butt, as usual.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Baxter said. “I mean…I can tell you’re hurting.”

Richards blanched visibly as he lined up to take his next shot. “You…you can?”

“Yeah. I know…relationships are hell.”

“How did you…?”

“Because I can see the signs.”

Richards winced. Was his limp that noticeable?

“Janice’s a great girl, buddy. Of course, it must be hard on you, letting someone like her slip away. But in time, you’ll see it was all for the best for both of you. And I’m not just saying that because I made out with her once.”

“Janice?” Richards asked.

“Yeah. Who’d you think I was talking about?”

“Nobody,” Richards said with a small smile, and leaned down, aiming his cue.

“Andy!” Peterman called from the doors to the Constellation Club. “Guess what?”

Richards, startled by Peterman’s voice, shot his cue into the cue ball a little too hard, and off-angle, hitting the 8-ball instead of the solid purple ball he’d intended.

Baxter watched it roll into the back corner pocket, and a slow smile spread across his face. “Ha! That means I win, right?”

“Um…no?” Richards attempted.

“You can’t fool me. I’ve lost that way several times myself,” Baxter said, walking over to wrap an arm around Peterman’s waist. “No harm in it. Now what’s up, sweetie?”

“She threw off my concentration!” Richards protested.

“She has a way of doing that,” Baxter said, kissing Peterman’s cheek.

“I have great news!” Peterman said, putting her hands on Baxter’s shoulders.

“You’re going to be his new pool partner?” Richards suggested.

“No,” Peterman snapped, not looking at Richards. “I found out where Troi’s doing her next book signing.”

“That’s…nice.”

“Don’t you get it? We can go there. I can confront her…nicely… and remind her…you know, gently, about who I am. Then I’m sure she’ll apologize and we can put this whole thing to bed.”

“Isn’t it in bed already?” Baxter asked, as Richards inched backward, taking careful steps away from the conversation.

“No,” Peterman said darkly, narrowing her eyes. “It’s far from over. I need satisfaction. Closure.”

“I know how you feel,” Baxter said. “But we can’t just change course anytime one of us gets a thirst for vengeance.”

Peterman pounded the pool table, causing the remaining balls to shake. “How COME? Everyone else gets to.”

“Yeah, and you always lecture us when we do,” Baxter said. “Counselor Troi doesn’t remember you. She’s a snob, far too big for her custom made non-Starfleet-issue britches. But the fact remains, you have to move on.”

Peterman ran a finger down Baxter’s nose. “But the fact remains, I’m the counselor here, and I know what’s emotionally healthy for me. I need closure.”

“Could it be you’re not thinking clearly? That you’re, you know….”

“Clouded by my anger?” Peterman laughed stiffly. “Don’t be stupid.” She thrust a padd into Baxter’s hand. “Now, then. The signing is in the Cassius system. It’s just a couple systems over. Small detour from our mapping mission. Have the helm change course, and we can settle this whole thing like the mature, successful Starfleet officers we all are.”

Baxter looked into Peterman’s eyes, not liking what he was seeing, and trembling at the sight. “You know…some might argue that I outrank you. You know, in Starfleet terms.”

Peterman took a step closer to Baxter, eyes locked on his. “Some might.”

“Yes,” Baxter said, looking at his feet, fumbling with his padd. “Well…”

“Thanks, dear. I love you for it.” Peterman pecked his cheek and turned, heading to the bar. “Glenlivet, rocks, Mirk, and keep ’em coming!”



“Aren’t we supposed to be…you know, doing our jobs?” Lt. Commander Hartley asked as she followed Baxter down to the transporter room.

“That’s one way of looking at things,” Baxter said.

“Andy, you have to put a stop to this,” Hartley said. “Richards doesn’t have the guts to say it, but the crew sees you as weak. Everyone knows you’re diverting our course just because your wife wants you to.”

“Would Mirk do any differently?”

Hartley considered that, then patted Baxter on the back. “Good luck, Captain. Go get ’em.”

“Thanks…” Baxter called weakly after Hartley as she walked down the corridor, and he ducked into the transporter room, where Peterman was already waiting on the pad.

“You’re late.”

“I had to explain to the Pranians why we’re going to be late for our mapping mission.”

“The Prania system is completely devoid of life, Andy,” Peterman said impatiently. “There are no Pranians. Now get up here.”

Baxter stepped up onto the padd and glanced at Ensign Yang. “Energize, ensign.” He glanced uneasily at Peterman, who just looked determined.

He wondered if he should have brought his sidearm.



“This line’s even longer than the last one,” Baxter muttered, teetering from foot to foot as the line through Borderlands bookstore wound toward a table in the distance where Troi was signing yet more copies of her bestseller.

“Relax,” Peterman said. “We’ll get there soon enough.”

“Listen,” Baxter said. “When we get there, let’s try and be civil about this.”

Peterman glanced at Baxter. “What are you implying, Andy?”

“Nothing, I…just, that you seem kind of…”

“Focused?”

“Scary.”

“I’m just trying to clear the air, Andy,” Peterman said. “My thesis project at Starfleet Academy was about conflict negotiation among the Naausicans. I know a lot about mediation. I’m one of the more level- headed people on your crew. I can handle myself.”

“Yeah, but…you can’t compare yourself to people on the crew. I mean, they’re all nuts.”

“Regardless,” Peterman said. “I’m well in control of my emotions. You don’t have to worry.”

“Who said I was worried?”

“There’s a sweat stain spreading across your back, baby.”

“Ew, how embarrassing,” Baxter said, glancing over his shoulder.

Peterman reached onto a nearby shelf and grabbed a padd, putting it in Baxter’s hand. “Here. Read this.”

“The life cycle of the butterfly?”

“It’s a great book. But you don’t have to take my word for it.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, glancing at the padd.



FOUR HOURS LATER



“So we meet again!” Peterman said with a plaster smile, setting

her padd down in front of Troi.

Troi glanced at Peterman, smiling politely. “It appears that I’ve already signed this for you…” She glanced down at it. “Katie.”

“The name…is Kelly,” Peterman said, planting her hands on the table. “And I was just wondering if you could correct the inscription.”

“Is that with an ‘I’ or an ‘IE’’?”

“It’s with an ‘Y,’ you condescending…”

Baxter touched Peterman’s shoulder. “Sweetie…”

“No,” Peterman said, shoving Baxter’s hand off her shoulder. “I can see through this. You’re hiding something, aren’t you, Troi?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Troi said, her eyelashes batting. “If you’ll please move aside, there’s a long line behind you, as you can see…”

Two Circassian security guards appeared as if from nowhere and pulled Baxter and Peterman away.

“This is not over!” Peterman snapped. “Believe me, this is nowhere near over!”

“Read my book. It’ll help!” Troi called sweetly after her.



“And do not return,” one of the Circassians said, shoving Baxter and Peterman out the front door of Borderlands and onto the steps. The Cassian sun shone down on them.

“Yeesh,” Baxter said. “Why are bookstores so…touchy?”

“Captain,” Will Riker said, breezing past Baxter and walking briskly.

“Will!” Baxter called after him.

Riker turned. “Yes?”

Baxter stepped up to join him as Peterman stood on the lower step, fuming. “Will…how are things on the Titan?”

“Busy,” Riker said noncommitally.

“Yes…well…look…” Baxter leaned in and whispered. “We’ve got a situation between our two wives.”

“Oh. Do Deanna and your wife know each other?”

“Yes,” Baxter said. “They met on my ship, the Explorer…briefly… during a subspace filament disaster.”

Riker nodded vacantly. “You’ll have to be more specific. We’ve been through several subspace filament disasters.”

“Be that as it may,” Baxter said. “If you could find it within yourself to speak to your wife. Have her meet with my wife, maybe over coffee or something. Sort out this whole misunderstanding. I think, when you look at it, it’s really just a case of mistaken identity!”

“I’m sorry. Can’t do it,” Riker said, and turned back to the doors to Borderlands.

“But, Captain Riker…” Baxter said.

“My wife and I have a lot of demands on our time,” Riker said brusquely, and pulled the door open.

“Fine!” Baxter called after Riker. “If you’ll excuse me, MY wife and I will just return to OUR hectic schedules, back aboard the Explorer. Have you seen her? She’s a Galaxy-class. Didn’t you use to serve on a Galaxy-class, Riker?”

At that, Riker paused, but did not turn around.

“Yeah. What was the ship called? Exeter? No! Enterprise! That’s right. Whatever happened to the Enterprise, anyway? Ah, yes! That’s right! Your wife CRASHED IT!”

Riker said nothing, merely ducked into the bookstore.

“I hope she crashes your new ship too, Riker!” Baxter shouted after him, and then stepped down to join Peterman. “You okay, hon?”

“Fine,” Peterman said. “Let’s get back to the ship.”

“Glad to see you’re ready to put this behind you,” Baxter said, and tapped his combadge. “I know I’ve said my piece.”

“Yeah,” Peterman muttered.



“We’re going to Obraxi Six,” Peterman said, throwing a padd down on the desk in Baxter’s readyroom.

“Huh?” Baxter glanced up from a security report on his desktop terminal. Oddly, J’hana’s usually vivid security reports were brief and to the point. Usually she loved to describe the way she wrestled people to the ground when they’d had one too many to drink at the Constellation Club. What was with her lately?

“You heard me,” Peterman said. “That’s the next place she’s signing.”

“Man, Troi really is shilling for this thing, isn’t she?”

“Know how long I slept last night?” Peterman asked, pacing in front of Baxter’s desk.

“Seven healthy hours?”

“Seventeen minutes!” Peterman snapped. “All I could think of was her supercilious face, and her big hair, and her acting like she’d never met me!”

“The hairdo’s not so bad,” Baxter said thoughtfully.

“You’re not helping!” Peterman said.

“I think all I’ve done is help,” Baxter said. “And it might be time for some tough…”

“Thank you for understanding, baby,” Peterman said, and leaned forward to kiss Baxter on the forehead. She turned around and headed out onto the bridge. “Lieutenant Madera: Change course to Obraxi Six. Maximum Warp.”

“But how am I going to explain this to Starfleet?” Baxter called after Peterman.

“You’ll think of something.”



“Well, booty butt, this is an unexpected surprise,” Captain Lucille Baxter said from the desktop terminal in Baxter’s readyroom.

Baxter swivelled uneasily in his chair. “What can I say. I miss you.”

“That’s sweet, baby. How’s little Steffie?”

“She’s wonderful. Smarter, and more beautiful every day.”

“And the woman who gave birth to her?”

Baxter bristled. “My wife is doing great.”

“Tell her I said hello.”

“I’m sure she’ll be thrilled to hear that.”

“So what do you want, honey? I’m sort of busy preventing an environmental crisis on Corcon Aroli Five.”

“Glad you’re keeping active,” Baxter said. “So…say…do you have anything planned after you avert the…disaster?”

“Not especially,” Lucille said. “Your father likes a big meal after we save a planet from destruction. Other than that…”

“Great. Well would you mind taking my mapping mission to the Vralon system?”

“Your mission?” Lucille asked, cocking her head. “Why would I take your mission?”

“I’m…” Baxter winced, knowing there was no turning back from this. “Well, I’m sort of afraid of binary star systems.”

Lucille’s lip trembled. “Oh…baby…I had no idea.”

“Well, it’s not something I advertise. But yeah…something about the two stars…ick.”

“Sure, baby. Sure I’ll take your mission!” Lucille gushed. “You poor thing. Did your Father force you to do this? Is this some kind of test of manly strength?”

“I don’t…think so,” Baxter said. Then again, if his father suspected he was afraid of binary star systems, then he probably would force him to go to one, just to toughen him up.

“Well, Mom’s on the case. I’ll take your mission. You just relax. Get yourself some dinner, then take a nice bath and go to bed, okay?”

“Mom…stop being weird.”

“Oh, baby. You don’t have to hide your weakness from me. I like your weaknesses! They make me feel helpful.”

“Well, could you keep my weaknesses to yourself?”

“Of course. There’s no reason Dad has to know about this conversation.”

“Thanks,” Baxter said flatly, then reached out and closed the channel. “Ugh,” he muttered to himself. “I feel…unclean.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58066.4. I was so looking forward to our mapping mission to the Vralon system, but unfortunately, Captain Baxter of the USS Pathfinder intervened and demanded that the mission be turned over to her. Because she has seniority, there’s nothing I can do. So…



“I hope you’re happy,” Baxter said, sitting in the command chair with arms folded. “After that conversation I’m gonna need extra therapy.”

“Good thing I don’t charge you by the hour,” Peterman replied.

“You don’t charge anyone by the hour.”

“Fair point,” Peterman said, and then took a deep breath. “Andy, I just wanted to say thank you for this. I realize you’re going out of your way.”

“Not only that, but I totally emasculated myself in front of my mother.”

“Ewww!” Madera remarked from the helm.

“Get a dictionary and look it up!” Baxter snapped. “It’s not dirty. And while you’re at it, mind your own damn business!”

“Sorry,” Madera muttered and sunk a little in her chair. “Hey, in case you care, we’re a few minutes from arrival at Obraxi Six.”

“Good!” Peterman said, clapping and standing. “I’ll head on down to the transporter room.”

“Do you want me to come with you?” Baxter asked, swiveling in his chair.

“No,” Peterman said. “I can handle this by myself. Just head down to Space Tastes and check on Steffie when you get a moment. Last time Janice watched her, she gave her beef jerky and she was stinky all night.”

“Janice or the baby?” Baxter asked with a chuckle.

“Want me to come with you?” J’hana asked from behind tactical.

“No. I don’t want Troi killed,” Peterman said, heading to the turbolift. “But thanks for the offer.”

“Can I make a request, Counselor?” Tilleran asked.

“I know what you’re going to say. And don’t worry, I won’t do anything crazy. I’m a sensible, rational woman.”

“That wasn’t what I was going to say,” Tilleran said. “I was just going to say, if it gets physical, punch her in the stomach for me. I can’t stand that woman.”

“Um…I’ll see what I can do,” Peterman said, backing into the lift and ordering it to the transporter room.

Baxter looked back at Tilleran. “The stomach?”

“I really don’t like the woman.”

“Can you see what I saw in my Imzadi?” J’hana asked.

“I guess,” Baxter said, glancing around the bridge. “Hey, where’s Richards? Isn’t he supposed to be here?”

“Shart! I almost forgot!” J’hana cried, and spun on a heel, dashing into the turbolift.

“Where’s she going?” Baxter asked.

“I don’t know,” Tilleran said, working her jaw thoughtfully. “J’hana’s been acting really strange lately.”

“So’s Chris,” Baxter said.

“Huh,” Tilleran said.

“Well, back to work!” Baxter said, heading to the readyroom.



Less than an hour later, Baxter ducked out of the readyroom and jogged to the middle of the bridge. “What’s going on?”

“See for yourself,” Tilleran said, moving away from the command chair and pointing to the viewscreen.

On the screen, Peterman stood, on the bridge of an Obraxian transport ship, flanked by two surly-looking gray-blue Obraxian guards.

“Hi, sweetie!” she said, squirming as one Obraxian held her shoulder.

“Is this your wife, Captain?” one of the guards asked.

“That would be her,” Baxter said. “Loveable minx. What did she do this time?”

“She launched across a table and jabbed a celebrated Betazoid author in the neck with a signing stylus.”

Baxter glanced back at Tilleran, who was struggling to cover a small grin.

“Kelly!” Baxter said. “What did we say about stabbing?”

“It was a jab, not a stab,” the guard corrected. Peterman said nothing, just glared out of the screen at Baxter.

“Well, regardless, it’s indefensible,” Baxter said. “You can go ahead and keep her. What kind of punishment is she looking at?”

“Five years of violent torture.”

Baxter blinked. “You are a Federation world, right?”

“We’re provisional members,” the guard said.

“Which means we don’t get the fancy plates,” the other guard grumbled.

“Andy!” Peterman snapped. “Get me out of here now!”

“Violent torture, eh?” Baxter asked. “Sounds severe.”

“The prisoner does have the choice of community service, instead of the torture.”

“There you go!” Baxter said, snapping his fingers.

“Yes,” the other guard said. “Five years working in the fire pits of our fifth moon, Clago-dwappa.”

“Well, that’s no good,” Baxter said. “Better send her back.”

“You should be aware, Obraxi does not have an extradition treaty with the Federation.”

“Hmm,” Baxter said. He turned around. “Ensign Keefler, tactical analysis on the Obraxi transport ship, please.”

“It’s a type-two cruiser, sir,” Keefler said, looking at his readouts. “Minimal shielding, low-power phasers. We can destroy their shields with one shot. Or we can shoot them twice, and blow ’em to smithereens.”

“Food for thought,” Baxter said, and turned to the viewscreen. “So, let’s not let this get ugly.”

“Sir, another ship’s approaching,” Tilleran said. “It’s the Titan.”

“F***,” Baxter said. “Look what you’ve done now, darling. You’ve pissed off Will Riker.”

“He can go to hell,” Peterman said. “He accidentally kicked me in the leg when he was trying to wrestle me off his wife.”

“Bastard,” Baxter said.

“He’s hailing us,” Tilleran said, as the Titan loomed on the viewscreen.

“Pretty ship,” Baxter said. “What class is it again?” Tilleran told him, and he smiled. “Ah, yes. That’s right. That’s a good class.”

“How about the hail?” Tilleran asked somewhat testily.

“Tell him we can’t come to the comm right now. We’re ‘busy,’” Baxter said. “Keefler, can we shoot them and make it look like an accident?”

“The Titan or the Obraxi ship?”

“We can’t fire on a Federation starship!”

“We did last year. A couple times.”

“Regardless we can’t….the Obraxi ship, damn it.”

“Yes. All we have to do is hit them with a deflector burst. We can say our deflector overloaded and accidentally hit them with a burst of particle energy.”

“Always with the deflector,” Baxter muttered. “Okay, do it.”

“But…” the Obraxi said, as Baxter watched their bridge shake, and their image on the screen crackle.

“Their shields are gone.”

“Beam Kelly aboard now,” Baxter said. He watched the guards’ stunned faces as Peterman dematerialized. “Now then, folks. I’m sorry for the inconvenience this has caused. But I think I can settle everything. You guys want full membership in the Federation, right?”

“That’s correct,” one guard said.

“Yes. We want the plates,” the other said.

“Glad to see your priorities are in order,” Baxter muttered. “If you want, we can skip the Federation membership and just give you guys our set of plates. The rest is just treaties and other boring stuff anyway.”

“He has a point,” one of the Obraxi said.

“You’d be willing to part with your plates?” the other said.

Baxter shrugged. “I get them at a discount because I’m in Starfleet. No big deal.”

“Good,” the guard grinned. “Send them over immediately.”

“I’ll get right on it. Just…if Will Riker contacts you, can you tell him that everything was just a big…cultural misunderstanding…”

“Give us an engraved gravy boat, and we’ll consider it.”

“A gravy…” Baxter said. “Christ, what’s wrong with you people?”

Tilleran leaned forward, whispering. “Andy, take the deal. We never use the gravy boat!”

“Good point,” Baxter said. “Gentlemen, we agree to your terms. One set of engraved China, including gravy boat, on the way.”

“Captain, your comm signal is fading,” the guard said stiffly, putting on an act for Riker’s benefit, should he be listening in. “But I think everything that just happened was a huge misunderstanding. I’m sorry for the confusion. Thank you for the bribe!”

“Whew,” Baxter said, drawing a hand across his forehead as the channel closed. “That was close. Is Riker still hailing?”

“Yelling into the comm system is more like it,” Keefler said.

“Well, tell him we have…a lot of demands on our time. An emergency just came up and we have to leave.”

“Is there a real emergency?” Howard Sefelt asked from ops.

“No,” Baxter said, exasperated. “I’m just…nevermind. Just…there’s no emergency, okay?”

“Fine, you don’t have to get snippy.”

“Riker wants to know what the emergency is,” Keefler said.

“Tell him Vulcan ran out of soup,” Baxter said. “And get us out of here, Susan. Pick a random course and go…maximum warp.”

Madera brought the Explorer around and shot it into warp, just as Peterman emerged from the aft turbolift, hair tousled and uniform wrinkled and torn in spots.

“That escalated quickly,” Peterman said. “I’ll tell you, something is wrong with that woman.”

“She’s not the only one,” Baxter said, turning toward Peterman.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Don’t worry about it. Just…just take the rest of the day off, sweetie. I’m afraid if you hang around much longer, I’ll end up ferrying cargo for the Yridians.”

“Wow. Somebody’s snippy,” Peterman said, limping back into the turbolift.

“That’s what I said,” said Keefler.

“You’re a patient man, Captain,” Tilleran said.

“I’m just glad it’s over,” Baxter said.



“It’s not over,” Peterman said, standing in the doorway as Baxter stepped into their quarters. He jumped back, surprised to see her there.

“Ahhh! What are you doing standing right in the doorway?” Baxter asked, side-stepping her.

“I looked at Troi’s schedule. She’s on Vega Three tomorrow.”

“That’s nice. We’re not going.”

“We have to!” Peterman said. “The Obraxi police dragged me away before I finished my rational discussion with Troi.”

“You yanked out a clump of her hair!”

“And let’s just say I did exactly what Tilleran asked,” Peterman said with a smile.

Baxter sighed. “This is ridiculous. It has to end.”

“And it will. Right after our next trip.”

Baxter stared at Peterman long and hard. “If I gave into your every demand, wouldn’t you eventually grow bored with me?”

“It hasn’t happened yet, darling, and we’ve been married more than five years.”

Baxter paced a small circle, glancing back at Peterman. “Honey, if we do this, then that’s it. It’s the last time. You almost plunged us into interstellar war last time, and I think Riker was close to firing on us.”

“I agree. Things got out of hand last time.” Peterman reached out and took Baxter’s hands in hers. “I promise you, this time, cooler heads will prevail.”

Baxter smiled weakly. “And just whose heads might those be?”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. The strangest thing. We got a distress call from Vega Three, and pursued it. But now that we’re here, there’s no distress call. It’s like it was never actually sent. Still, as it’s Starfleet policy to investigate all distress calls…both real and…fake…I’m beaming down with an away team to check things out.



“I’m not sure we qualify as an ‘away team,’ sweetie,” Peterman said, looping her arm around Baxter’s as the pair made their way through the crowds outside Wormholebooks and stepped in through the revolving glass door.

“Well, I had to come up with something,” Baxter said.

“You did fine, babe. And when this is all said and done, you’ll be richly rewarded.”

“Tacos for dinner?” Baxter asked.

“Even better. I’ll let you…” Peterman leaned forward and whispered into Baxter’s ear.

“Without putting a tarp down?” Baxter asked.

Peterman nodded.

“Well, now you’ve got a deal.” Baxter felt a little better as the pair made their way through the stacks of books in the oddly uncrowded store, and headed toward the table at the back, where Troi was sitting, looking stiff and uncomfortable.

Peterman glanced around. “That’s odd.”

“Hey honey,” Baxter said, taking in his surroundings. “Where’s all the people?”

“Maybe they lost interest in her book,” Peterman suggested, tugging Baxter toward Troi’s table.

“H-hello,” Troi said. “Can I…help…you?”

“Let’s just drop the charade, Counselor,” Peterman said. “You and I both know what’s going on here. You’re snubbing me, and I want to know why!”

“Please. Help. Me….” Troi said softly.

“Don’t try that wounded, pouty look with me,” Peterman said. “I INVENTED pouting to get what I want, so it won’t work.”

“Kling…on…” Troi mouted quietly.

“Don’t bring them into this,” Baxter said from behind Peterman. “I read your book. It was crap, anyway. The introduction, at least…”

“Andy, I can handle this,” Peterman said, turning back to Troi. “Now then, what do you have to say for yourself, Counselor?”

“KLINGON!” Troi shouted, and Baxter shoved Peterman to the ground just as a disruptor blast sailed over her head.

Baxter glared up at Troi as he held a squirming Peterman down. “So I guess they didn’t like the book?”

“They did not,” a particularly surly looking Klingon male said, stepping out from behind one of the bookshelves. It was then that Baxter noticed scores of other bookstore patrons laying on the floor with him and Peterman, hands clasped behind their heads.

“You’ll find it was accurate, to every detail, in terms of Klingon love rituals,” Troi said.

“Yeah, well you went overboard on the size thing. There’s no way a human could…” Peterman began, and Baxter slipped a hand over her mouth.

“Not now, hon,” Baxter said.

“It’s not the accuracy we have a problem with,” the Klingon said, stepping up behind Troi, pressing his disruptor to the back of her head.

“Did you feel like your honor was impugned?” Troi asked. “I get that a lot.”

“My honor was definitely impugned, but not because of anything you wrote in the book,” the Klingon growled. “I leapt out at you from behind the Bolian toenail poetry section because of something you didn’t write, not something you wrote.”

“I don’t follow,” Troi said.

“Could we just leave?” Baxter asked meekly. “This is obviously none of our business…”

“DO NOT MOVE!” the Klingon roared, turning his disruptor on Baxter.

“I can’t believe you put your hand over my mouth!” Peterman snapped.

“You destroyed me, Counselor Troi,” the Klingon said, his eyes darting from Baxter to Troi. “Is this your husband? The Great Captain Riker I’ve read so much about?”

“No,” Baxter said. “I’m way better looking than that guy.”

Peterman snorted.

“I guess I shouldn’t be surprised you didn’t mention this man in your book either,” the Klingon said. “After all, you didn’t mention me.”

Troi slowly turned to face the Klingon. “D-do I know you?”

“I am Jarel. We met at the diplomatic conference on Altair Three, five years ago.”

“And did we…?”

“All night long, and into the morning,” Jarel said smoothly. “I wrote three operas about it. You…were like a venchar beast. Ravenous, hungry, insatiable!”

“Please!” Peterman muttered.

“Oh, that’s right,” Troi said slowly. “The conference. That was you?”

“You wound me, Counselor,” the Klingon bellowed. “When I heard about your book, I was thrilled that you might have written about our encounter. But what did I find?” He reached into a pouch on his thigh and pulled out a padd. He slammed it down in front of Troi. “Worf. Worf. WORF!”

“I’m sorry! He made an impression on me!”

“I know how you feel,” a small voice said, and Baxter looked down.

“Honey, please don’t make things worse,” Baxter said, as Peterman pushed him off her and climbed to her feet.

“Shush, Andy. I know what I’m doing.” She stepped cautiously toward Jarel. “I know what you’re going through. I have to admit, I felt like throttling Troi myself, when she didn’t remember me.”

“How did you deal with it? Did you throttle her?” Jarel asked.

“Obviously not, because she’s still alive,” Peterman said with a smirk.

“You did knee me in the stomach,” Troi muttered.

“SHUT UP!” Jarel and Peterman snapped in unison.

“At any rate,” Peterman said, taking another step toward Jarel. “You and I both know that killing Troi will not help matters any. She can’t remember you if she’s dead.”

“She has a point,” Jarel said thoughtfully, lowering his disruptor a bit.

“In a way, you’ve already accomplished your goal,” Peterman continued. “Think about it: You’ve disrupted her signing. She’s not the center of attention anymore…”

“It’s not like that!” Troi protested.

“SHUT UP, BITCH!” Peterman snapped, which prompted Jarel to chuckle. “And just think, Jarel. She’ll always remember this day. It’s the day you finally put her in her place. In a way, I’m envious. You accomplished what I couldn’t, after repeated tries. Deanna Troi will always remember you.”

“It’s true,” Troi said. “I’ll never forget this.”

Jarel’s lip quivered a bit. “That’s…wonderful.”

“Do you feel better?” Peterman asked.

“Much,” Jarel said. “You should be a counselor.”

Peterman smiled, her lip now quivering too. “I am.”

“Thank you,” Jarel said, with a bow. “With that, I will leave you all to…” Suddenly a phaser blast slammed into Jarel’s chest, and he slumped to the ground.

Peterman, Troi, and Baxter turned to see Will Riker walking toward them, security officers at his side.

“Is everything all right, Imzadi?” he asked.

“Y-yes,” Troi said, shaken. “I think so.”

“Riker to Titan. Beam the Klingon to the brig. Have someone from sickbay report to the brig to see to his injuries.”

Baxter and Peterman looked at each other as Jarel dematerialized, and the patrons of Wormholebooks slowly stood up.

Riker looked to Baxter and Peterman, almost as an afterthought. “What…oh, you have to be kidding me. You two again?”

“You remember us?” Baxter asked with a weak smile.

“Titan,” Riker began. “Two more for the brig…”

“Wait,” Troi said, holding up her hand. “This woman saved my life.”

“Yeah,” Peterman said with a proud grin. “I kind of did.”

“And they both deserve to know the truth,” Troi said. “We’ve taken this far enough, Will.”

“I told you that when we nearly fired on the Explorer,” Riker said, holstering his phaser. “But you didn’t listen.”

“I didn’t have to. I’m empathic,” Troi said.

“Whatever that means,” Riker said, throwing up his hands and turning away.

“I know exactly who you are, Kelly Peterman,” Troi said, standing and walking over to Peterman. “I was just…so mad at you.”

“Mad at me?” Peterman asked. “Why?”

“Two and a half years ago,” Troi said. “Anything coming to mind?”

“My hair was a little shorter,” Peterman said.

“Anything else?”

“Well, I had Steffie.”

“Yes, your child,” Troi harrumphed. “I had to read about you giving birth in ‘Pips and Trinkets.’”

“We were in the Gamma Quadrant!” Baxter broke in. “We couldn’t very well have all of Starfleet over for a baby shower!”

“But we had to read about it in the Starfleet newsletter!” Troi snapped. “We waited for a call, a note…SOMETHING! But we were snubbed!”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Baxter said, shaking his head. “You both ignored us because…we ignored you first?”

“We were going to give you a ceramic pacifier. A Troi family heirloom,” Troi said. “Second only to the…”

“Don’t start in about the Chalice of Rixx again, I beg you,” Riker said.

“I don’t know what to say,” Peterman said, and reached out her hands to Troi. “Hug?”

Troi looked at Peterman skeptically. “I don’t know.”

Baxter and Riker stared at them, both with furrowed brows.

“Just hug, Goddamit!” Baxter snapped.

And they hugged.
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“That was fantastic quiche,” Baxter said, patting his stomach with satisfaction as he walked with Peterman down the Titan corridor, toward the transporter room.

“Yeah, but what about…the rest?” Peterman asked, looping her arm around Baxter’s.

“Oh. The Riker-Trois?”

“Yes, them.”

“Oh,” Baxter said, ducking with Peterman into the transporter room. “Boring as hell.”

“We’re not like them, are we?”

“Us?” Baxter asked, and helped Peterman onto the transporter pad. “Nah. We’re cool.”

“You’re sure?”

“Totally.”

“Well, Deanna wants us to go skiing with her and Will on Corsica next month.”

“Tell them we’re both having dental work,” Baxter snapped. “I’m NOT listening to another stupid Alaska story!”

“Sir, ma’am?” the ensign at the transporter controls asked, shifting nervously.

“Oh,” Baxter said. “Back to the Explorer, please. And you never heard any of that.”

“Sweetie, thanks for indulging a girl in her petty need for revenge,” Peterman said, as the ensign tapped in the coordinates.

“Don’t mention it,” Baxter said. “You’ll do the same for me someday.”

“Not on your life,” Peterman grinned as the ensign activated the transporter.



THE END



NEXT:



A simple away mission becomes anything but when Commander Richards and Dr. Browning are transported to a horrifying alternate universe. Even more horrifying, this universe isn’t the happy universe. But it’s an even more disturbing… ALTERNATE-ive.




Objects in the Mirror…



“With ketchup, please,” Commander Richards said, glancing over his shoulder nervously as he stood at the Sandwich Star stand.

Vleerex, the Flebian who manned the Sandwich Star stand in Ship’s Shoppes, looked at Richards, furrowing his multiple brows. “You can’t put ketchup on a breakfast sandwich, Richards Commander.”

“Why not?” he asked. “It’s a perfectly reasonable request.”

“No, it’s really not,” Vleerex said. “Look, I would love to help you, but we can only put ketchup on the lunch sandwiches. Can I interest you in a turkey panini?”

“No! I want the scrambled egg and cheese sandwich, and I want it with ketchup!”

Vleerex scratched his head. “Don’t you think that’s a little odd?”

“You have ten eyeballs!” Richards snapped.

“Hey, let’s not get personal here,” Vleerex said, holding up his hands. “I just sell the sandwiches. I don’t make the rules. If you want to talk to the manager, she’ll be here in a few…”

“Forget about it. Just give me the sandwich.”

“Whatever you say, mister two-eyes,” Vleerex grumbled, and shoved the wrapped sandwich into Richards’s hand.

Richards sighed and walked off.

“Hey there!” a voice said from behind him.

“Wha?” he turned, and saw Janice Browning jogging toward him.

“I saw you from up on the second level. I waved but I guess you didn’t see me.”

“Yeah…I was busy arguing with the sandwich guy.”

Browning glanced back at Vleerex and his stand, then turned to Richards. “Not that it’s any of my business, Christopher, but you could have a much healthier breakfast at my place.”

“I was in a hurry, so I guess…”

“That’s okay!” Browning said, picking up step next to Richards. “We have a new ‘healthy express menu.’ Pre-wrapped, everything. I recommend the cheese danish and fruit cup.”

“Didn’t you study nutrition at Starfleet Academy?”

“Xenonutrition,” Browning corrected. “Why?”

“No reason,” Richards said. “Sorry, I was just in a hurry.”

“You don’t have to apologize. You can go anywhere you want for breakfast. Heck, you can even go to the ship’s mess, if you’re really feeling antisocial.”

“I’m not feeling antisocial!” Richards snapped, louder than he wanted to. “Like I said, I’m just in a hurry.”

“Obviously,” Browning said, rolling her eyes. “Well it wouldn’t hurt you to stop by every now and then.”

“I thought you said I could go anywhere I wanted.”

“For breakfast,” Browning said. “But I meant…stop by. To talk, you know…catch up.”

“Oh,” Richards said. “Well, I’ve been…”

“Busy,” Browning said, nodding. “I get it.”

“No, it’s not like that,” Richards said, as they came to the double doors to Ship’s Shoppes, which lead out into the Explorer corridor. “I just…you know. It’s weird…”

Browning glanced back at the sandwich stand again. “You were arguing with that guy over the ketchup on your sandwich, weren’t you?”

“Maybe.”

“You know, if I’d made the sandwich…”

“You’d what?” Richards snapped, turning on Browning. “Make it just the way I like it, like you always did? Then what? You’d talk to me? Get closer to me? Start our relationship back up just so it can crash and burn again? No thanks!”

Browning gaped. “Christopher…”

“And don’t call me that. Everyone calls me Chris.”

“Baxter to Richards,” the comm suddenly chirped.

He tapped his combadge, glaring at Browning. “What?”

“We’re in orbit of Seneca Six, Christopher. J’hana and Tilleran are heading down to the transporter room. Feel like joining them?”

Richards cringed at the use of his full name. “Yeah, I can’t wait. Richards out.”

“We haven’t finished talking!” Browning called after him as he ducked out of the mall.

“Yeah, we really have,” Richards called over his shoulder.



“Remind me what we’re doing down there again,” Richards said as he mounted the transporter pad.

J’hana glanced at him as she checked the settings on her phaser. “You’re in a mood, aren’t you, Commander?”

“Shut up. I was talking to Tilleran.”

Tilleran cocked her head quizzically. “Hmm.”

“Stop reading my mind and tell me why we’re beaming down to this hellhole!” Richards snapped.

“Oh.” Tilleran blinked. “Starfleet has a science station on the surface, to study tectonic activity in the planet’s geothermal layers for terraforming purposes. They stopped transmitting data two days ago.”

“Fascinating,” Richards muttered, as Ensign Yang input the coordinates. “Well, let’s….”

“Sorry I’m late!” Dr. Holly Wilcox said as she dashed into the room, medkit slung over her shoulder. “Dean threw up in my lap.”

“Not like we needed to know that,” J’hana said standoffishly.

“Why do we need a doctor?” Richards asked.

“To install a plumbing system,” Holly muttered, stepping up onto the pad. “What do you think?”

“Of course. People could be hurt. Very important,” Richards said quickly. “Energize, Yang.”



“So why am I here again?” Dr. Wilcox asked, surveying one of the main labs, five minutes later.

Richards sighed, resting his hands on his hips. A half dozen scientists were sprawled unconscious on the floor. “Point taken, Doctor. I’m sorry.”

“Mind if I tend to the dozens of mysteriously unconscious people now?”

“Please.”

“Thanks much!”

“Everything’s operational,” Tilleran said, folding her tricorder closed and walking up next to Richards. “No sign of contamination or environmental failures.”

“There’s something I want you to see in the closet, when you have a moment,” J’hana said. “It’s…security related.”

Tilleran looked from J’hana to Richards, shaking her head. “I’m going to check the next room.”

Richards nodded as his combadge chirped. “Baxter to Richards. What’s up?”

“We’re still trying to figure out what happened,” Richards said.

“Oh, I don’t care about that. I meant that you seemed a little irked earlier. What’s going on?”

“Nothing. Richards out!”

Suddenly Richards heard the familiar transporter chime, and Janice Browning materialized in front of him with a blue twinkle.

“Hey!” Browning said. “We never got to finish our chat.”

“Janice? What the…!” Richards took her by the arm and pulled her into a corner of the lab. “What are you doing here?”

“You stormed out in a huff. I wanted to finish our conversation like two civil people.”

“So you just…beamed down?”

“Ensign Yang loves my quiche, so she was more than happy to help.”

“Damn it, Janice. You’re not Starfleet anymore. You can’t just beam down and join an away team any time you feel like it. Actually, you’re really not supposed to do that even if you’re in Starfleet.”

“Especially if you’re a medical officer!” Holly called out from across the room.

“You be quiet!”

“I’ve found something, if you’re interested in not being an ass anymore,” Holly replied.

Richards walked over. “You’re even snippier than I am this morning.”

“I got thrown up on. What’s your excuse?”

“Touche,” Richards said, as he knelt beside Holly. “So what’s going on here?”

“They’re all in reasonably good health. Their brainwave activity is just…sort of suspended.”

“By what?”

“Some kind of multiphasic energy. A wave of it would have knocked everyone out for a few days, until their neural engrams came back into sync.”

“What could cause something like that?”

“Christopher, we’re not finished!” Browning said, walking up.

“Go back to the Explorer, Janice!” Richards called over his shoulder.

“I don’t know the cause,” Holly said. “But whatever did it was major.”

“Christopher, you’d better come look at this!” Tilleran called from an adjacent room.

“Why is everyone calling me that today?” Richards muttered. “Holly, why don’t you go ahead and beam back to the Explorer with these folks and start treating them.”

“Oh, so I’m not needed anymore?” Holly muttered.

“Not really,” Richards said, and headed off to the next room.

As soon as he passed through the door, Richards stopped in his tracks. In the middle of the room, on a raised dais, a column of blue energy crackled and sizzled.

“I’m guessing this is the source of our energy overload,” Tilleran said, whistling low as she looked at her tricorder.

“What the hell is it?” Richards asked.

“Rip in space time,” Tilleran said, matter-of-factly.

“How’d it form?”

“Well,” Tilleran said. “In layman’s terms, space-time…ripped.”

“A little more detail would be great.”

“Were I to guess, it looks like the scientists here were trying to harness the energy emanating from the tectonic plates below. They weren’t able to contain it properly, though, and it spilled out in a massive multiphasic wave.”

“A wave that’s in several phases at once,” Browning pointed out.

“I knew that,” Richards snapped.

“Sure you did! I’m just trying to help.”

“You shouldn’t even be here.”

“Aw, let her stay,” Tilleran said, then pursed her lips quickly as Richards glared at her.

“How do we shut it down?” Richards asked.

“Actually, that’s the good news,” Tilleran said. She pointed to a large switch at a nearby console. “There’s an emergency ‘off’ switch.”

“Ingenious. Is it really that easy?”

“Yeah. The scientists could have done it themselves if the initial overload hadn’t knocked them all unconscious.”

“So much for the emergency switch,” Browning muttered.

“Just turn it off, then,” Richards said.

“I’d rather run some more tests, get an engineering crew down here, before we do anything hasty.”

“I’m an engineer, and it’s fine,” Richards said. “We need to shut that thing off before it does any more damage to the station or to us.”

“It’s really not hurting anything now. The initial wave of energy has already dissipated. This is more like a leaky faucet…”

Richards glared at Tilleran. “Well, then turn the faucet off. We need to get back to the Explorer.”

“You’re the boss!” Tilleran said, and yanked the switch.

“NOW can we talk?” Browning asked, stepping up next to Richards, as he watched the column of energy fizzle, and start to collapse.

“No!” Richards said. “We’re going to beam back to the ship. Then you’re going back to Space Tastes, and I’m going to my office to write up my report. Got it?”

“Sheesh. Guess so,” Browning said, turning. “Suit yourself.”

Richards tapped his combadge, wishing he could be anywhere but where he was. “Richards to transporter room two. Beam up Doctor Browning and…”

Suddenly two bolts of energy shot out of the dissipating column and wrapped around Browning and Richards. The crackling light enveloped them completely, sizzling in the air.

Tilleran just stared. “Oops.”

J’hana ducked her head in. “Have you seen Commander Richards? I really need him to come to the closet.”

“He…they..Browning and Richards, that is….they both….” Tilleran pointed at the energy column.

“Browning and Richards?” J’hana asked. “Fzzzzzzht. Back together. Say no more. Hells with them both.”

Then Tilleran’s tricorder beeped. Something…or someone…was emerging from the energy field..



“…me up to the ship, to separate decks, if you can…” Richards trailed off, looking around. “This isn’t the Explorer.”

“What clued you in?” Browning said from behind him, arms folded, as she surveyed the darkened laboratory. Much like the lab they’d just left, the floor was littered with unconscious people, though these were somewhat more shabbily dressed.

“Captain, JB, are you all right?” a voice came from the corridor outside the dim room.

“Tilleran?” Richards asked, and bolted for the doorway. He was relieved to at least hear a familiar voice.

He watched Tilleran’s shadow fill the doorway, and when she appeared, he stopped in his tracks, gaping.

The woman that stared back at him looked like Tilleran, at least in the face, but her hair and dress were completely different. Her long, dark hair was braided ornately, festooned with what looked like shards of metal. She wore a sleeveless leather top, and ripped green cargo pants. She snarled at Richards, which caused the large silver ring in her nose to wriggle.

“You’re not the Captain!” she snapped, and charged Richards, snapping the disruptor off her belt.

Before she could fire, Browning kicked out, knocking the disruptor out of her hand.

Richards took that opportunity to grab “Tilleran’s” arms and pin her back against the wall.

“Ooooh darling,” the Betazoid cooed. “Your mind’s full of all manner of vile things. Whoever you are, you’ll be the tastiest mind I’ve crushed in days…”

She looked Richards in the eyes, focusing on him.

Richards, in turn, screamed, falling to his knees.

That gave Browning enough time to lean down, grab the phaser off Richards’s belt and whip it up at Tilleran, firing. The beam hit her square in the chest and she sagged unconscious to the ground.

“Who the hell is she?” Richards asked, shaking his head to clear the massive headache caused by the woman’s brief mind invasion.

“Not our Tilleran,” Browning said, falling to her knees and checking for a pulse. “She’s alive, at least.”

“I’m not sure that’s such a good thing.” Richards glanced around. “So…alternate universe?”

Browning nodded. “Seems so.”

“F***.”



“Make one move and the bitch dies!” someone who looked disturbingly similar to Chris Richards shouted, arm wrapped around Tilleran’s neck, phaser against her head.

“Yeah, dies!” someone who looked much like Janice Browning added, encouragingly.

“I’m not a bitch. I was the nice one in the relationship!” Tilleran protested.

J’hana stood there, phaser raised, staring at the scene with a wry eyebrow raised and twitching antenna. “Richards” was bald; his head was tattooed with all manner of jagged red and black symbols. He wore grey fatigues and a belt of disruptor clips. And he was shockingly…muscular. J’hana tried hard to focus on the situation at hand.

Browning’s duplicate looked even worse. Or, to J’hana’s taste, much better. Her hair a mullet-like pile of kinks and braids. She wore thick- soled black boots, lifting her nearly to Richards’s height. She too was muscled…her face weather-worn, and makeup…and extreme of black eyeshadow and deep purple lipstick. A metal chain wound its way from her bottom lip to her slightly exposed navel.

“Where’s your ship?” the outlandish Richards demanded. “You have a ship in orbit, right?”

“In orbit, right?” the Browning person chimed in.

“I don’t feel compelled to answer your questions,” J’hana said, almost boredly, looking from one to the other. She couldn’t decided which one she’d want to bed first.

“Don’t feel compelled?” the strange man bellowed. “Would you feel more compelled if I vaporized your friend here?”

“No. Actually, less compelled. Because then you’d have nothing to bargain with.”

“So you want to bargain?” the Browning person asked, slinking up to J’hana.

“Not now, JB!” Richards shouted. “Don’t get near her. She may not be like our J’hana.”

“Your J’hana?” J’hana licked her lips. “You mean, there’s one like me back there?” She gestured at the energy field with her phaser. Now that got her to thinking about a romantic tryst with herself. She shivered with delight.

“I don’t feel compelled to answer your questions,” “Richards” sneered.

“Questions!” “Browning” said defiantly.

“Well, now I’m annoyed,” J’hana said, and fired with quick precision, knocking out both dopplegangers.

Suddenly free, Tilleran rubbed her neck, looking at the unconscious pair. “What…WAS that?”

“I don’t know,” J’hana said. “But I’m suddenly horny.”

Tilleran rolled her eyes. “Your libido is out of control, J’hana.”

“A discussion for another time,” J’hana replied. “Meantime, what is that energy thing?”

Tilleran glanced back at the crackling energy column. “My guess, a doorway to some kind of other reality.”

“Fwark. The Happy place?”

The Betazoid glanced back at the unconscious newcomers. “Definitely not.”

“But either way, we’re probably talking about an alternate universe.”

Tilleran sighed. “Yeah.”

“Well let’s go in there and get our people back,” J’hana said, and marched toward the energy column.

“Wait! We don’t know enough about that thing. You can’t just go and…”

Before Tilleran could stop J’hana, the energy column pulsated, then instantly winked out of existence.

“Shart,” J’hana growled. “What now?”

“We need to get these two back to the ship and into a brig before they wake up.”

“Do we really have to act so quickly?” J’hana asked, stepping up to Tilleran, grinning slightly.

“YES!” Tilleran shouted. “Don’t even think of…NO! Don’t think of that!”

“Suit yourself,” J’hana muttered, turning. “J’hana to Explorer. Two normal people and two messed up freaks to beam up.”



“She has a combadge, but I don’t recognize the design,” Browning said, kneeling by the unconscious “Tilleran.”

“Should we tap it?”

“And beam back onto a ship full of people like her?” Browning asked. “No thanks.”

“So we just stay here?”

“And wait to be rescued. Yes.”

Richards shook his head. “We don’t know if this location is secure.’

“And that one is?”

“Let me think.”

“Oh, sorry. Didn’t mean to disturb you.”

“Hold on!” Richards said, raising his hand. “Yes. Janice, take off your clothes.”

Browning cocked her head. “Eh?”

“It’s not like that. Just trust me!”



“Eh?” Baxter asked, looking from Peterman to Tilleran, as if for answers. The trio was standing opposite the brig forcefield, looking in on psychotic, but unconscious, versions of Richards and Browning.

“They’re from an alternate universe, all right,” Tilleran said, studying her tricorder. “However, their quantum signature is different from the happy universe.”

“That’s a relief,” Peterman said.

“You think?” J’hana asked, sitting on the desk at the back of the brig, studying her phaser settings. “Maybe they’re from someplace worse. Hehe.”

“There were reports on Deep Space Nine of an encounter with an alternate universe,,” Tilleran said. “One where the Federation was an evil empire that eventually toppled, and the Klingons and Cardassians created a dark alliance that overtook the galaxy, enslaving humanity and other peaceful races.”

“So you think we’ve got a couple of those?”

“I’ll have to contact someone on Deep Space Nine to get the quantum signatures, but it’s possible.”

“Julian’s still on Deep Space Nine,” Peterman said thoughtfully. “I’ll comm him.”

“No!” Baxter said quickly. “Tilleran can take care of it. I need you to…” He inclined his head toward the pair in the brig. “Study them.”

“What for?” asked Peterman.

“Figure out what they want. Why they switched places with our Browning and Richards, and how we get them back.”

Peterman sighed. “Fine.”

“I want to help,” J’hana said from her perch on the desk.

“We won’t need you for a while,” Baxter said. “Not until it’s time to go over there and kill a bunch of people and get our people back to the normal universe.”

“Fine, then. I’m gonna go get a v’haspant.” And she shuffled out of the brig.

“Must we really persist in calling ours the ‘normal’ universe?” Peterman asked nobody in particular.



As soon as Richards finished beaming aboard, he was struck by how dark the “mirror” ship was. Must dark universes actually be, literally, dark?

Browning, affecting her best evil sneer (which was really more cute than evil) grabbed Richards by the arm and dragged him off the transporter pad in the shadowy transporter room. The architecture looked vaguely Cardassian, but Richards couldn’t tell for sure.

Meanwhile, “evil” Tilleran lay prostrate on the transporter pad, wearing Browning’s off-duty khakis and sweater set, her hair smoothed and straightened, pulled into a conservative ponytail.

Meanwhile, Browning had done her best to look evil…donning Tilleran’s cargo pants and leather vest, and with Richards’s assistance festooning her hair with a knot of evil braids.

It should have been no surprise to Richards that the first person he should see would be an arch, villainous-looking, foul-mooded Howard Sefelt, standing opposite him in the transporter bay, hands clasped behind his back, wearing a knee-length black leather trench coat and black turtleneck-and-pants combo.

He stared at Richards, immediately realizing something was amiss.

“This is not the captain!” he said shrilly.

“No,” Browning said, shoving him against the wall, aiming a disruptor on him. “This p’tak came over from another universe. A much less…nasty one…than ours.”

“Another universe?” Evil-Sefelt asked.

“It’s complicated,” Browning said.

“You two were supposed to go down, steal the technology, and come back. How could you screw that up!”

“Be nasty,” Richards whispered in Browning’s ear.

Browning nodded, sneering at Evil-Sefelt. “I am not in the mood for your insubordinance, you little…subordinate!”

“Obviously our mission was a failure. Not only were you unable to acquire the technology we needed, but you somehow opened up a gateway to another universe and lost our Captain!”

“We lost Tilleran too,” Browning said, pointing to the insensate Betazoid on the transporter pad. “That one’s from the other universe. She got kinda violent so we had to, you know, shoot her.”

“I thought you said they were less nasty than us,” Evil-Sefelt said.

“Just slightly less nasty,” Browning said, thumbing at Richards. “But this guy, whoa is he a prick. He’s almost as bad as our Richards.”

“Laying it on a bit thick,” Richards muttered under his breath.

“Don’t you mean YOUR Richards?” Evil-Sefelt said snidely.

“I do?”

“You married him,” Evil-Sefelt snapped. “Even though I wrestled him and won, that seemingly wasn’t enough to change your mind! New topic! Get these people into the brig.”

“Yes,” Browning said, clapping, as tight-leather clad officers sidled up to grab Richards and Evil-Tilleran. “Off to the brig with them.”

“Don’t go far,” Richards rasped weakly as he was dragged off.

“So,” Browning said, turning to Sefelt. “What’s next?”

“You ask me. You and your husband run the show.” Evil-Sefelt stared at his fingernails. “Apparently.”

“Yes. Right. We run the show. Wait. My husband?”

“I’m in no mood for your flirtation. You made your choice and you’ll have to live with it.” Evil-Sefelt turned toward the door to the transporter room. “To the bridge, then?”

“Yes. Let’s go there,” Browning said, stepping behind Sefelt and following him to the bridge, as she had no idea where the bridge was.



“Thanks, Doctor Bashir,” Lt. Commander Tilleran said, tapping the channel closed, as Counselor Peterman stepped into her office doorway. Outside, through the transparent aluminum windows, she could see a couple of her officers busy working on various projects in Science Lab One.

“So?” Peterman asked, moving over to Tilleran’s desk and sitting down on the corner.

“It’s a match all right,” Tilleran said. “Our mirror-universe doubles are definitely from the so-called dark universe with the Klingon- Cardassian alliance.”

“Creepy, but that’ not what I meant. Did Julian say hello?”

“Hmmm?”

“Did he mention me?”

“No, your name didn’t come up.”

“Damn it all!” Peterman said. “That’s two of my high-profile peers in the last few weeks to blow me off! Why do people keep doing that?”

“I’m sure I don’t know. So how about our two crewmates who are lost in the evil universe?”

“Oh,” Peterman said, blanching. “Yes. Chris and Janice. What are we going to do?”

“Initially, I thought we should try to recreate the conditions of the first experiment that opened up the gateway into the evil universe, but then I realized that first experience rendered everyone in the science lab unconscious.”

“Are they going to be okay?”

“Doctor Wilcox is caring for them in Sickbay now,” Tilleran said. “She did say hi, by the way.”

“Nice! So what do we do?”

“We wait for the evil Richards and Browning to wake up and we talk to them.”

“We?”

“You’re the psychological expert.”

“Yeah, but you can read their minds, what do you need me for?”

“Because if one of them goes off on me, I won’t know how to calm them down!”

“Fair point. I guess I’m just a little nervous to talk to nasty versions of my friends.”

Just then, for no reason in particular, J’hana walked by, sipping steaming v’haspant. She stopped in Tilleran’s doorway, glared at her, hissed, then walked away.

“I’m actually used to it,” Tilleran muttered.



“The…Eradicator?” Browning asked, wrinkling her nose as she stared at the ship’s dedication plaque on the bridge.

“Yes,” Evil-Sefelt snapped, standing behind Browning. “You have a problem with that? You named it.”

Browning read the quote beneath the ship’s name. “‘If at first you don’t succeed, destroy all evidence that you tried.’” She looked back at Evil-Sefelt. “Who’s Steven Wright?”

“One of your husband’s favorite authors, apparently.”

Browning surveyed the small bridge. She saw a small ship schematic on one of the aft engineering panels, which confirmed what she and Christopher had suspected…this was a Cardassian vessel. But why was it crewed by a bunch of humans and a Betazoid?

Browning glanced up at the helm, where a crew-cutted Ryan Stuart sat boredly, glaring at the viewscreen. At tactical, Adam Keefler folded his arms and glowered at her.

“What are you looking at?” Evil-Keefler asked.

“Nothing,” Browning said, then steadied herself. “What are YOU looking at?”

“N-nothing, JB. Nothing.” And he went back about his business.

“If you’re done scaring the crew, why don’t we get back to business?”

“Right. Business.”

Evil-Sefelt circled the bridge, hands draped behind his back. “The rebels will detect us if we stay in this sector much longer. We have to send another team down there to retrieve the device.”

“Great idea! I volunteer to go back there!”

“Not so fast,” Evil-Sefelt said. “You and your husband botched the last attempt to grab the technology. And since when are you such an independent thinker anyway?”

“Maybe some time away from my…husband…is doing me good.”

“Regardless, I think I should have a chance at grabbing the technology. What it could mean for our people…”

“Well that’s just like you, isn’t it, Sefelt?” Browning snarled, stepping up toe-to-toe with the cretinous second officer. “Look for a sign of weakness, then grab for the glory!”

“Yes. And what’s wrong with that?” Evil-Sefelt snapped.

“Um, nothing…I like that idea too.” Browning thought a moment, and realized suddenly what she had to do. She sidled up to Evil-Sefelt and brushed a hand on his face. “Howard, sweetie, we’re more alike than you know. Maybe I’ve been backing the wrong…horse…all along. Maybe you’re my man.”

“Don’t trifle with a haughty man’s heart,” Evil-Sefelt said under his breath.

“I want you, Howie…I want you with every evil bone in my dastardly body!” Browning snapped, throwing herself into the part (literally) and leaping at Evil-Sefelt, pushing him up against the wall and kissing him viciously.

“Prepare another landing team!” Evil-Sefelt said giddily, between kisses.



“Hi!” Counselor Peterman said, pulling a chair closer to the forcefield as the evil Browning and Richards stirred awake.

“I’ve put enough neural stimulant in the air recyclers to completely revive them,” Tilleran said, standing behind Peterman. “And oooh boy are they in a nasty mood…”

Evil-Richards leapt to his feet. “What are we doing here?” he demanded.

Peterman held up a calming hand. “Just relax, dear. You’re among friends!”

“The hell I am! You chased me from Corsica to Vansibar Three!”

“I did?”

Evil-Browning yawned and stretched like a cat, sidling over to the field. “Chased all the way. Then bang bang, dead girl!”

“Yeah, I could have sworn I blew up your ship,” Evil-Richards said, shaking his head. “You should be dead.”

“Oh,” Peterman said. “Well, that’s…fine. I’m sure my counterpart was troubled…if she could have sought out help, she might have turned her life around and…”

“Focus!” Tilleran snapped. “Listen, you two: Here’s the deal. You’re in an alternate universe. In this universe, your counterparts aren’t pricks…well, most of us aren’t. Anyway, we need you to cooperate with us so we can send you back to the appropriate universe, and get our people back. Do you understand?”

“This is a trick!” Evil-Richards shouted. “You’re trying to take over my ship!”

“Our ship!” Evil-Browning echoed.

“You won’t manage it. You can’t screw with my head and get away with it. When I’m done with you, you’ll wish you were in the sauna!”

“Sauna?” Peterman asked, scratching her head.

“You don’t want to know,” Tilleran said, steadying herself on Peterman’s chair. “Look, all I want to know is, what brought you to this planet…or your version of it?”

“You know very well…stealing brought us there. We were going to rob the rebels of a valuable technology and sell it back to the Alliance.”

“Rebels…Alliance…” Peterman said. “Are you sure you weren’t just playing Risk?”

“You’re more insolent than I remember,” Evil-Richards said.

“I can’t wait to chop you up!” Evil-Browning said, clapping.

Peterman scooted back in her chair. “Time to bring out the secret weapon.”

“Please don’t,” Tilleran sighed.

Peterman reached behind her and pulled out a large-sized padd. She faced it toward the brig chamber and switched it on. “Here. I thought you’d appreciate some comforting images from home.”

Tilleran covered her face as Peterman cycled through the images, gleaned from Memory Alpha’s databanks…chronicles of the Federation’s various experience with the mirror universe, including those of Captains Kirk and Sisko.

“Look! There’s Emporer Spock getting overthrown. And lookie there! The signing of the Klingon-Cardassian peace treaty. Ooh, and the rebels taking Deep Space Nine. Well, that must’ve been nice for us Terrans, huh?”

“The Terran rebels are fools!” Richards snapped. “They have no idea what it is they’re doing.”

“Come again?” Peterman asked.

“The Alliance protects Terrans. Those of us that behave are rewarded for our decent behavior, and treated well,” Evil-Richards said.

“I eat three times a day!” Evil-Browning cheered.

“The rebellion must fall, so that the Alliance may continue to provide stability and protection to all of us,” Evil-Richards sneered.

“Gods,” Tilleran said, throwing her hands up. “Where have all the decent evil people gone?”



“Hold on…” Evil-Stuart said from the helm. “We’ve got a contact bearing zero-four-zero mark one-one-six!”

“Confirmed,” Evil-Keefler announced. “It’s the Explorer!”

Browning’s eyebrows shot up, and she looked at the viewscreen. Had the Explorer found a way to cut through to this universe and save her? Yay!

As the viewscreen cut to a sensor feed of the approaching ship, however, Browning’s hopes were soon dashed. The ship coming toward them was Defiant-class.

“How did Baxter find us?” Evil-Sefelt said. “We’ve been running silent ever since Faustica Prime!”

“He’s good,” Evil-Keefler said in a low voice.

“He’s dead,” Evil-Sefelt said. “Arm weapons. Come about and take an attack posture.”

“We’re being hailed,” Evil-Keefler announced.

“On screen,” Evil-Sefelt said, waving at the screen.

Browning stepped toward the viewscreen as it switched to a view of a Defiant-class bridge, with Andy Baxter standing in the center, flanked by David Conway, with Zack Ford at the helm.

“Stand down, Imperial Alliance Vessel Eradicator!” Not-so-evil- Baxter said, hands on hips. “You’ve ransacked your last innocent planet!”

Browning gasped. Baxter looked fit, dashing. His hair was high, greased back. His teeth were ultra-white.

Conley looked good too. His eyes didn’t look so…sunken. And he, too, was less paunchy. Even Ford looked like less of an ass.

“Try and stop us, you pompous bufoon!” Evil-Sefelt said, and looked to Browning. “With your permission…”

“Sure,” Browning said. “I mean…no! What are you going to do?”

“Destroy him, of course. We have a superior tactical position. Now is a perfect time to destroy the Explorer!”

“Destroy the Explorer!” the bridge crew chanted, pounding their panels.

“They’re about to open fire!” Evil-Keefler announced.

“Evasive maneuvers,” Browning said, racing to the tactical console. “Get us away from them!”

“Give up and turn yourself in,” Not-so-evil Baxter said. “Don’t be a fool, Sefelt!”

“I’m just sorry your nemesis wasn’t here to witness this,” Evil- Sefelt said, nodding at Evil-Keefler. “Open fire, all weapons!”

“Stop it!” Browning snapped as the Eradicator fired a barrage at the Explorer, causing it to pitch and flip backward, end over end.

“Let me finish this!” Evil-Sefelt said, a wild look in his eyes, as Browning advanced on him, and he pushed her backward. “Let me end him once and for all!”

“STOP THIS INSANITY!” Browning cried, lunging back at Evil- Sefelt.

Evil-Sefelt held Browning at arm’s length and cackled. “Fire, Keefler! More, more! We’ll give his hull to the regent as a lovely gift. Then the Alliance will truly accept us!”

“Their shields are buckling!” Evil-Keefler announced, even as the Eradicator bucked and weaved.

“Take us toward the planet, Moose!” Evil-Sefelt said as Browning flailed at him. “It’s time to see just how bad Captain Courageous wants this kill!”

Browning stopped flailing for a moment and pushed her hair out of her face. “Moose?”

“Yes. That’s Stuart’s nickname. Didn’t you know?”

“I must have missed it,” Browning said, wondering for a moment if her Stuart was also nicknamed “Moose.” Then again, did it really matter?

“The Explorer is pursuing us into the ionosphere!”

“Z-plus five degrees,” Evil-Sefelt announced. “Tractor beams.”

“What are you doing?” Browning demanded.

“Something I should have done long ago. Your husband liked to toy with Baxter. I think part of him, deep down, liked having a nemesis. I think of him more as a nuisance, however, and he needs to be put down. Tractor beams on full, Keefler. Push him down!”

Browning watched helplessly as the Eradicator’s tractors latched onto the Defiant-class Explorer and pushed it downward.

“Now, fire all quantums!” Evil-Sefelt shouted barely-restrained animus.

Eradicator launched a full barrage at the out-maneuvered Explorer, before she could course-correct, and sent her plummeting, engines on fire, toward the surface.

“Eradicator, this is Explorer,” Baxter’s voice came resonating over the conn. “I want it made clear that even though we’re probably going to die, we’ll be doing so for a noble purpose. It’s never foolish to give your life to a cause you believe in, and above all else, the Terran rebellion believes in…ZHHHHHHHHHRT!”

“Andy!” Browning shouted, running toward the viewscreen, recoiling as the “Explorer” slammed into the planet’s surface and exploded.

Sefelt wiped his hands together. “Now then, that’s done. I believe we were about to have sex, were we not?”



“So have we figured out what the device down on Seneca Six actually does?” Baxter asked, looking around the conference table at a confused and weary-looking senior staff.

“The original design specs were that it was supposed to siphon tectonic energy from the planet’s lower geothermal layers and use it to fuel the planetary terraforming project,” Lt. Commander Tilleran said. “To put it in simple terms, at least.”

“Then what went wrong?” Baxter asked, pivoting to Hartley. “And put it in way simpler terms.”

“It went kablooie,” Hartley said. “Thus, your crack in space-time.”

Baxter stared at the ceiling. “Always with the cracks in space-time. You’d think after all these mishaps someone would think to invent a space-time spackle.”

“We could fill the crack with anti-neutrons,” Tilleran said. “But that would likely destroy the gravitational constant of the universe.”

“So let’s not do that,” Baxter said, turning to Peterman. “Dear, what did you learn from your chat with our visitors?”

“That I’m dead,” Peterman said, pulling up her knees and hugging them. “My counterpart over there is dead!”

Baxter shook his head. “Relax, sweetie. I’m sure lots of us are dead over there. It doesn’t sound like a very nice place.”

“I’m not dead,” Tilleran pointed out. “Richards thought I was me. I mean, the other me.”

“So do we have the vaguest idea how to put everybody back where they’re supposed to be?” Baxter asked.

“Well, according to Doctor Bashir, the mirror-universe people used to use a transporter-modification device to travel back and forth between universes. But Starfleet, after several incursion attempts by the mirror universe, finally had all the transporters…including those on the Explorer…upgraded, so they’d be impervious to further incursions.”

“Swell,” Baxter said. “Starfleet does one smart thing, and it comes back to bite us on the ass.”

“We can’t re-start the experiment, either,” Tilleran said. “It’s too risky. The energy release will send our away team into hyperbolic shock just like the scientists we brought back here. Holly still hasn’t been able to bring them around.”

“Sure we can re-start the experiment,” Hartley said, tapping something into a padd. She turned the padd around to show the others at the table. “We just do it from the ship. We use the Explorer’s tractor beam to fuel the energy siphoning device. Then we’ll be able reopen the crack in subspace and wedge it open so that we can use the transporter to get our people out.”

“Sounds almost too easy,” Baxter said sarcastically. “How soon can you guys do that?’

“Couple hours?” Hartley asked, looking at Tilleran, who nodded.

“Good,” Baxter said. “That’ll give me time to head down and introduce myself to our guests.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” Peterman said.

“Why not?”

“I don’t think the mirror Richards likes you very much.”

“That’s okay. The one from this universe doesn’t either,” Baxter said. “But I’ll bring J’hana with me just in case. She can handle Richards.”



“There’s no way out of here,” a voice called from the darkness outside Richards’s cell in the Eradicator’s brig. He figured it must have come from one of the other cells.

Richards had been pacing his 6-by-6 cell for the better part of an hour, trying to find a loose panel he could jimmy open and rewire. But so far, no good.

“Who are you?” he asked, approaching the security field. “Let me guess, a version of Larkin with spinning razor-knife attachments.”

“Larkin…I haven’t heard that name in some time. She died bravely.”

“The android?”

“What’s an android?”

Richards sighed. “Then the real Larkin…”

“For a human, she fought well. She almost made it out, but you…the other you…shot her in the back.”

“How did you know her?”

“We both served on the Secondprize. With the rebellion…”

“Secondprize?”

“One of the courier-class raiders.”

“Damn, your voice sounds familiar.”

Richards heard shuffling in the cell opposite his, and suddenly an overhead light came on in the cell, illuminating it and its lone occupant.

“J’hana?”

The Andorian looked small, defeated. She wore a blase jumpsuit, and was curled in a ball, staring at Richards.

“How do you know my name. Is there…another me…in your universe? Do you know her?”

“You could say that,” Richards said, sitting heavily on the bench in his cell.

“Is she…is she respected?”

“Feared, is more like it.”

“Feared? Really?”

“Yeah. What about you?” Richards shifted uncomfortably, finding the conversation suddenly awkward. “I mean, you seem to be doing okay for yourself.”

“I am a permanent guest in the Eradicator’s brig. Chris and JB keep me here for their amusement. I tried to tell Captain Rydell I shouldn’t go on the away team. That he should have sent Hawkins or T’Parief. But he wouldn’t listen. He said I needed to screw up my courage…whatever that meant.”

“It’s courageous to go on living in this brig. The J’hana I know would’ve committed ritual suicide long ago.”

“Brave woman. I’d like to meet her.”

“Oh, I’m sure she’d like to meet you too,” Richards said, taking a deep breath. He knew J’hana’s tastes all to well. This would fulfil many of her most narcissistic fantasies.

“Perhaps, sometime, it will be so.”

“Yeah. Meanwhile, you know any way out of here?”

“As I said, it’s impossible. The Alliance designs their prison cells quite well.”

“Well, I can’t just sit here.”

“Can I recite some poetry for you? I’m quite good at the Terran forms. I especially like the ‘villanelle.’”

“That’s okay, maybe late…”

“’And you, my father, there on the sad height/Curse, bless me now with your fierce tears, I pray….”

“Somebody! Help me!”

Suddenly, Richards really wished his J’hana would show up, phasers firing, and then make violent love to him.

“‘Do not go gentle into that good night./Rage, rage against the dying of the light.’”

Yes. Suddenly that sounded really nice.



“Hey buddy,” Baxter said, munching a banana as he stared across the forcefield at the rabid-looking Evil-Richards, who stalked back and forth in the cell, while Evil-Browning struggled to keep up with him.

“Get out of my sight, you imbecile!” Evil-Richards snapped. “Can’t you see I’m plotting my escape?”

“Imbecile!” JB snapped.

“Yeah, well that’s the problem,” Baxter said. “We can’t just let you escape, seeing as you’d probably gut us all.”

“Gut you all!” JB said eagerly.

“Yeah, that’s disturbing. Look, we’re going to get this resolved soon, and you’ll be back in your own evil universe, doing all the naughty stuff you had planned. That’ll be nice, won’t it?”

Evil-Richards stepped so close to the forcefield that it crackled. “If I could just reach through this forcefield and tear out your voicebox…”

“Sounds like fun,” Baxter said. “Look, can I get you a magazine or something while you wait?”

“DIE! DIE BLEEDING OUT OF EVERY ORIFICE!”

“Okay, no magazine. Maybe later,” Baxter said, backing toward the door. “Try to have some lunch. You can’t rave madly on an empty stomach…ciao!”

“Feel better?” Peterman asked, standing outside the brig doorway, arms folded.

“Huh?” Baxter asked, glancing back at her. “About what?”

“About things between you and Chris? Did getting yelled at by the evil Christopher somehow make you feel like you did your penance?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Baxter said, and headed down the corridor.

“Things haven’t been right with you two since the whole Janice thing. No matter how hard you try to cover it up, you know I’m right.”

“Chris and I are fine. He’s not like you. He doesn’t bring up stuff that happened over a year ago again and again.”

“Nicely deflected,” Peterman said, catching up to Baxter. “But this isn’t about us. You know that.”

“Sorry, then what the hell is it about?”

“It’s about you and Chris. You guys need to be adults and talk this thing out, just like you and I did.”

“You and I talked it out?”

“Many times.”

“Oh, I must’ve blocked it out.”

“Andy!”

“Oh, look at the time. I have to get to the bridge. Time to screw with Mother Nature again!” Baxter leaned over and kissed Peterman on the forehead. “Later, babe!”



“We think the rebels may have been trying to activate the device to siphon energy into containment units for their fleet, when the device was activated and they were all…knocked out,” Evil-Sefelt said, puffing a cigarette as he lay, naked, on the ruffled bed in what Browning assumed were her quarters.

“Uh-huh,” Browning said, hugging all the sheets around her, curled in a sad little ball. “Could I just have a minute to, um…gather myself?”

“Wasn’t it good?” Evil-Sefelt asked with a bored glance at Browning.

“Yeah, it kinda was, which is what’s disturbing me.”

“You realize it’s over between you and Richards now, right? He doesn’t tolerate disloyalty. So either you put him in the sauna or he’ll put you there. If he comes back from the other universe, that is…”

“Sauna? That doesn’t sound so bad.”

“Haha. You WOULD say that. You’ve sent so many of our best people there…”

“Back to the plan…” Browning said, desperately needing a shower; desperately hoping this universe HAD showers. Well, if they had saunas…

“Oh, yes. So they may have tried to trigger the device. But no matter. We beamed the scientists up for interrogation and elimination. Meanwhile, our science people tell us that the device did extract a large quantity of energy from the planet’s tectonic plates, just as it was designed to. Only problem is, it ripped open a time-space window at the same time…as you discovered when you beamed down.”

“A window we have to reopen if we’re going to get our people back.”

“Slugger already has a plan for that,” Evil-Sefelt said giddily.

“Slugger?”

“Don’t you hang out with any of our people after-hours? Chief Hartley, of course.”

“Of course. Chief Hartley. What’s her plan?”

“To use the Eradicator’s tractor beam to trigger the device from orbit.”

“Sounds smart,” Browning said.

“Only one small glitch…” Evil-Sefelt said thoughtfully as he puffed his cigarette. “If, by some infinitesimal chance, a ship in the other universe fires a tractor beam at the site at the exact same time, the barriers between universes may collapse altogether, thereby killing us all. Then again, quantum mechanics are so subjective. Let’s give it a go.”

“Do you fear anything, Howie?” Browning asked in disbelief.

“Not really.”

Browning shook her head. She’d need Peterman to clear out a whole week in her appointment book, if she ever got out of this.



“So we’re good to go,” Hartley said, leaning on the engineering console on the Explorer’s bridge. “As long as nobody in the other universe fires a tractor beam at the exact same place and time, we’ll be able to do this without destroying the universe.”

“And really…what are the chances of that?” Baxter asked wryly.

“The chances are so slim, it’s not even worth mentioning,” Tilleran said, as she took her station.

“I knew there was a reason I got out of bed this morning,” J’hana said wryly, standing behind her panel. “Although I do recall the promise of killing people…”

“Patience, J’hana,” Baxter said, moving around to the command chair. “Let’s do this thing. Fire up the tractor beam.”

Just then, Peterman stepped out of the turbolift. “Hiya, sweetie. Okay if I join you? I just settled Steffie into her toddlercise class.”

“Sure,” Baxter said. “More the merrier. You ready, Hartley?”

“Just give the word,” Hartley said, poising her hand over the tractor controls.



“I expect no errors, Slugger. Proceed!” Evil-Sefelt said, standing on the bridge of the Eradicator. He and Browning were freshly showered, but because she had to shower with the evil Sefelt, she felt even less clean now than she did before.

Still, if this tractor beam thing worked, her problems were over. Browning folded her arms. “Yeah…proceed…”



The Explorer fired her tractor beam, while at the same time, the Eradicator fired hers. As the tectonic devices at the respective laboratory sites exploded in a massive ball of energy that blew a good size chunk out of each universe’s version of Seneca Six and sent both the Explorer and Eradicator spinning out of control. Meanwhile, each universe’s Megan Hartley stared at the off-the-scale readings and the crumbling space-time barriers, cursing aloud the minute chance that something like this could have happened.



Evil-Browning grabbed Evil-Richards as the Explorer pitched out of control, knocking them against the wall of the brig.

“What’s happening?” Evil-Browning asked.

“I don’t know, but I know who caused it…that goddamn Andy Baxter! I swear to god, my little poison tart…I will KILL THAT MAN!”



“‘I should have loved a thunderbird instead/At least when spring comes they roar back again./I shut my eyes and all the world drops dead./(I think I made you up inside my head.).’”

“SHUT UP SHUT UP SHUT UP SHUT UP SHUT UP!” Richards cried, gripping the wall uselessly as the Eradicator spun out of control.

“Sylvia Plath was so misunderstood…” the Not-so-evil-J’hana observed.



“Emergency power to engines! Stabilize!” Baxter called out, crawling across the deck and grabbing the helm station to steady himself.

“No power to the helm, Captain! But thanks for asking!” Lt. Madera asked, her arms and legs wrapped around the helm console.

“How about you, Howie?” Baxter asked, glancing at ops.

“All bodily functions lost, sir!”

“Fabulous,” Baxter said, as the red alert klaxons boomed and the bridge lighting went deep, red and moody. “Somebody get me a status report!”

“Our status is we’re fwarked!” J’hana barked from tactical.

“Be more specific!” Peterman called out, clinging to the railing that surrounded the command chairs.

“We’re fwarked up the ass!” Hartley called out, pounding at the engineering console.

And just as suddenly, all was silent.

The bridge lighting flickered back on.

Baxter grabbed the back of Madera’s seat and hoisted himself up.

“Somebody should spare you the trouble and just install some handlebars back there,” Madera muttered.

“Sensor report. Where are we? Is there still a universe?”

“Very likely, considering we all still exist,” Tilleran said, tapping her console.

“Or do we?” Peterman asked.

“This is no time to get philosophical, honey,” Baxter said, turning to Hartley. “Well?”

“What were the frigging odds!” Hartley snapped. “I would have had better luck winning the Ferengi lottery!”

“Somebody tell me something,” Baxter said, looking around the smokey bridge, at all the murmuring crew.

“There’s another ship out there, bearing oh-five-four mark two- seven-one,” Tilleran said. “Cardassian. Kelden-class. But hold on… its neutrino signature is not quite right…”

“Great!” Baxter snapped. “We’re in the mirror universe! God damn it, we did it now!”

“Be glad we have a universe at all,” Hartley said. She tapped her panel. “Wait a minute. Something’s not right here…”

“Just one thing?” Baxter asked.

“Detecting another ship coming in on an intercept course,” J’hana announced. “And, oddly enough, not detecting Seneca Six at all…”

“I’m about to get really, really cranky here…” Baxter warned.

“I think that’s the least of our problems,” Hartley said, as all the color drained out of her face. “That ship looks to be Ebullient-class. And the only Ebullient-class ship ever built was stolen by…”

“We’re being hailed…” J’hana said.

“On screen…” Baxter said warily.

On the viewscreen, the grand, grinning visage of Travis Dillon appeared, maniacal, bearded, and scarred. Behind his command chair, a huge smiley face logo loomed. “Hey there, it’s the Explorer folks! Am I happy to see you!”



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



NEXT:



Not to be outdone in the disturbing department, the Happys show up to rain terror once more on the Explorer crew. Stuck between a rock and a happy place, what’s Baxter to do but gut it out and try to get these two universes to just make up and get along? One thing’s for sure, nobody’s going to be happy with the way this thing turns out…




Happy Trails



On the viewscreen, the grand, grinning visage of Travis Dillon appeared, maniacal, bearded, and scarred. Behind his command chair, a huge smiley face logo loomed. “Hey there, it’s the Explorer folks! Am I happy to see you!”

“Fuck me,” Baxter muttered, gaping at the viewscreen.

“Pardon?” Dillon asked, his head cocked quizzically. “I’m not sure I follow.”

“Happy,” Baxter said, shaking his head. “H….Happy.”

“Well I’m glad you’re happy. I am too.” Dillon narrowed his eyes at Baxter, then glanced at someone off-screen. “What’s wrong with him. Why’s he acting so…loopy?”

Counselor Peterman stepped up beside Baxter, took his hand. “Sweetie…don’t panic.”

Baxter stared at the viewscreen. “Don’t panic? Don’t you know what we’re looking at?” He looked at Peterman, eyes wide. “HAPPIES!”

“He’s insane,” J’hana said. “Kill him and be done with it, Peterman. Take command. I know you want to.”

“You shut up!” Baxter snapped, pointing at J’hana.

“Just a suggestion,” J’hana said, folding her arms. “Oh, by the way, the Ebullient-class ship is arming weapons.”

“Secondprize-A,” Dillon said on the viewscreen. “Though I shouldn’t have to tell you people that.”

Baxter stared at the viewscreen. “WHAT THE F***?”

“What’s your problem?” Dillon asked. “We go through this every few weeks. We meet up, insult each other a few times, then I fire my happy beam and you fire your unhappy beam. Then we have a few drinks and call it a day. I don’t know about you, but I was FINE with that arrangement!”

Peterman tugged Baxter’s arm. “He thinks we’re our happy counterparts.”

“No,” Baxter said. “Our counterparts aren’t happy. They were dehappied…unhappied. Whatever. They’re not happy anymore.”

“Since when?”

“Since years ago. I saw it in Pips ’N Trinkets. A couple people from the Secondprize visited the happy universe, and apparently there was a big uprising. Not everyone wants to be happy, ya know.”

“I know,” J’hana muttered.

“You people should really read the Starfleet Newsletter,” Baxter said. “It’s informative!”

“Great, we’ll do that,” Hartley said. “After we stop the twisted maniac from killing us.” She pointed at the viewscreen.

“Oh,” Baxter said. “That.” He stared at the viewscreen. “Hey there, Happymaster.”

“Ah, you remembered,” Happymaster Dillon said with a girlish giggle, clapping his hands. “I’m ecstatic. Wait, hold on, my science people have something to say…”

Suddenly, a tiny bearded man waddled up to Dillon, who knelt and let him whisper in his ear. “Ah. Yes. Well, that makes sense, little guy.” He patted the tiny man’s rear gently and shooed him back to his station. “Back you go, Craiggers. Up in your chair. That’s a good boy! Yessums!”

“That small man looks familiar,” Tilleran said.

“We’re not from your universe,” Baxter told Dillon.

“Yes,” the Happymaster said. “Little Craiggers Porties told me that. I’ve been there before. Sort of a drab place. A universe where my beloved Counselor Webby never cured the Federation of its depressing woes!”

“Mind alteration is not a valid therapeutic solution!” Peterman railed, marching toward the viewscreen.

“Who’s this tamale?” Happymaster Dillon asked. “Have we met?”

“Maybe,” Peterman said, folding her arms and pouting. “I want out of here. Now.”

“Tilleran, start finding a way to reopen that rip in space-time,” Baxter said, trying to look away as what looked like a tiny Emily Sullivan skittered in front of the Happymaster and tickled his knees. “And try to raise the Cardassian ship. We need to exchange officers, get Chris and Janice back here before the Happymaster and his team of dwarves…”

“We’d really rather you came with us,” the Happymaster said. “If you’re not going to fight us today and try to unhappy us, then maybe you can be of…some…other…use.”

“Oh, no!” Baxter said, raising a finger. “You are NOT going to happy us.”

“Why not? It’s not like it hurts!” Dillon pouted.

“I don’t care if it hurts or not,” Baxter said. “It’s just wrong, and we’re not even having this conversation anymore. J’hana, cut channel.”

J’hana did as she was told. “He’s still out there, Captain.”

“Let him eat static,” Baxter muttered, turning to Tilleran. “How about our way back? All ready to go?”

“We opened a gash in space-time,” Tilleran said. “We’re lucky it didn’t destroy the universe. We can’t just pop one open again like a can of Sluggo cola!”

“Well, we’d better do something,” Hartley said, pointing at the viewscreen. “The Happymaster is out there, and I sure as hell am not going to let him screw with my mind… again!”

“People, people…let’s not lose our heads here,” Baxter said. “Let’s put a plan together before the Happymaster starts happily shooting us to pieces.”

“What was up with the tiny people?” Lt. Sefelt said in a small voice.

“I don’t know,” Madera said, leaning toward Sefelt. “But it creeps me out.”

“The Secondprize-A is coming about,” J’hana said. “Weapons range in twenty seconds.”

“Evasive maneuvers. Try to raise the Cardassian ship.”

“They’re not responding,” J’hana said. “They’re heading out of the system.”

“Follow them!” Baxter said. “Increase speed to intercept.”

“Do we really want a piece of them, dear?” Peterman asked.

“More so than we want a piece of the Happymaster. Besides, Chris and Janice are still over there.”

“Yeah, good point. Besides, they might be able to help us…”

“The Cardassian ship is firing aft torpedoes at us!” J’hana announced.

“Bank to port and return fire!” Baxter said as the Explorer rocked. “More power to shields. Yeah, they’re doing a world of good.”

“Clowns to the left, jokers to the right,” Hartley muttered.

“You get to work on the universe thing!” Baxter replied. “Fix it!”

“Fix the universe. Sure. Should I consult my omnipotent husband?” Hartley blinked. “Wait! I should consult my omnipotent husband!”

“Yes!” Baxter shouted. “Go!” He glanced at J’hana. “And you, get me an open channel to that Cardassian ship. They’ve got to be reasoned with.”

“Channel open. Happymaster closing on pursuit course.”

“Fine, fine,” Baxter said, as a chime sounded the open channel. “Cardassian vessel: This is Captain Andy Baxter of the USS Explorer. We mean you no harm. I understand you’re confused as to what this universe is…and believe me, we are too. But we’ve actually been here a couple times. Look, help me fight off the insanely happy bastard chasing us down, and then let’s talk this out like civilized people, okay?”

There was silence. Then the viewscreen came to life, filled with the oddly-arrogant, oddly-confident, oddly-snide, visage of Howard Sefelt.

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH! ME!” Lt. Sefelt shrieked, hiding behind his console.

“What is this farce?” the evil-looking Sefelt said, surveying the bridge. “Baxter! I knew you were behind this! How did you escape our last attack alive, and where’d you get that ship? And why does that cowardly man look like me?”

“I’m not the Baxter you think I am. I’m from another universe. And, to put it succinctly, we’re now in a universe that’s alien to both of us…really, really alien. We need to find a way out, together.”

“Alternate universe. Right. Let me consult with my girlfriend…who is also my first officer.” He turned , waving someone over.

Janice Browning stepped into the frame, and waved at Baxter. “Hiya, Andy!”

“Janice!”

“She’s not your Janice,” Sefelt said boredly. “She’s a duplicate.” He sighed. “You see, in our universe, there’s an equivalent person for each person in your universe…and…God, this is taking a long time!”

“Actually, I am his Janice…” Browning spoke up.

“HIS Janice?” Peterman demanded, balling her hands into fists.

“THEIR Janice,” Browning corrected. “I’m from that universe.”

Sefelt stared at Browning, stroking his goatee. “You were surprisingly submissive during sex.”

“SEX!” Baxter blurted.

“Shush!” Browning snapped. “And don’t tell Christopher.”

“Where IS Christopher?” Baxter asked.

“Belowdecks in the brig. Get me out of here, Andy!”

Sefelt drew the disruptor off his belt. “Traitor! Minx! You tricked me, and for what? To get military secrets?”

“Not really,” Browning said. “I just wanted to find a way out.”

“Well, you’ve got a way out now. Mister Keefler, take her to the sauna.”

“Nice…my shoulders are kind of achy…” Browning said, as a duplicate Keefler walked up and grabbed her by the arm, dragging her away. “Send help soon, Andy! But not too soon! I might get a mudbath out of this.”

Baxter scrubbed a hand over his face. “I need hard drugs.”



“To the sauna, people!” a voice cried, and both Richards and the Other-J’hana glanced toward the door of the brig.

“Oh, it’s that bitch,” J’hana muttered.

Ariel Tilleran strode into the brig, yanking on her black leather cloves and steepling her fingers. “Did you really think I’d stay unconscious forever?”

“I kind of hoped,” Richards said.

“Well, as soon as your little girlfriend blew your cover, Captain Sefelt came and…aroused me.” Evil-Tilleran cackled. “And boy, by the Chalace of Rixx, did he arouse me!”

“I’m going to throw up,” Richards said, leaning on his knees.

“Time for that later,” Evil-Tilleran said. “Right now, the two of you have a date with the sauna. Now that Captain Sefelt is in charge, and JB is obviously not who she says she is, I’m the new first officer. And since you shot me, and since I LOATHE the Andorian, my first order of business is that both of you get to die!”

“Actually, Janice shot you, not me…and she’s not my girlfriend…”

“Not the point!” Evil-Tilleran said, pointing to a couple guards, and then at J’hana and Richards. The guards did as they were instructed and deactivated the security fields, motioning them out with their disruptors.

“What IS the sauna?”

Tilleran put her hands on Richards’s shoulders. “Oh, just a place where you go to warm up…until you MELT! Ooooooooooooh I can’t wait to hear your mind screams!”

“She’s like this all the time,” Other-J’hana muttered from beside Richards as the pair moved out into the corridor. “Isn’t it obnoxious?”

“Yep.”



Captain Baxter paced the bridge. “We have to do something.”

“To get out of this universe, to get away from the Happymaster, or to rescue our friends from the Cardassian ship filled with our evil duplicates?” Peterman asked from her seat.

“ALL THAT STUFF!” Baxter said.

“Well, raising your voice won’t help,” Peterman said. “Let’s just be rational about this.”

“We should send an armed strike team over there,” J’hana said.

“You WOULD say that,” Baxter said.

“Yeah, and I just did. Got a better idea, Captain?”

“No,” Baxter said mildly. He glanced at the viewscreen. “Time until the Ebullient intercepts us?”

“They’ll overtake us in fourteen minutes,” J’hana said.

“What about the…Eradicator?”

“We’ll overtake them in six minutes.”

“How hard would we have to hit them to take out their shields without blowing them up?”

“Hmm,” J’hana said. “Without blowing them up, you say?”

“Just figure it out!”

“Three quantum torpedoes, rapid fire, ought to do it.”

“Do it, then. Program the firing sequence in, then let Ensign Keefler take over.”

“PARDON?” J’hana growled.

“So that you can get to the Escort. Bring as many security officers as you need. Get on board that ship. Get our people back. We’ll fight off the Ebullient.”

“Secondprize-A, dear,” Peterman said.

“I am NOT calling it that!”

“Uh, J’hana…” Tilleran called out. “Will you need a science officer?”

“No,” J’hana said flatly, tapped at her panel, then dashed into the turbolift.

“Ouch,” Baxter said. “She sure told you.”

Tilleran glared at Baxter. “Counselor Peterman, the Captain fantasized about the Borg Queen again today.”

“Oh, for crying out loud, Andy!”

“I like the tubule things!” Baxter said. “Stay out of my mind, Tilleran!”

“Stay out of my business!”

“I’m the captain!”

“Everyone stop fighting!” Peterman shrieked. “Let’s keep it together and behave like we’ve been here before. Because we have!”

Baxter let out a deep breath. “She’s right, of course. Sorry, Tilleran.”

“Yeah, sorry,” Tilleran said, as Keefler took over at tactical.

“Okay, Mister Keefler,” Baxter said. “Be prepared to launch the Escort, then bring us around for an attack run on the Secondprize-A. We’ll give those happy bastards something to smile about.”



Chaka’kan had just set his newly-fashioned clay pot in the kiln when the door chime to the ceramics lab sounded.

“Come,” he said, slapping his hands together.

J’hana appeared in the doorway, glowering, a security team behind her.

Chaka blinked at her. “Lieutenant. Did I try to kill again?”

“Not yet,” J’hana said, then hurled a phaser rifle at Chaka. “But the day is not yet over.”

Chaka easily snatched the rifle from the air and stared at it. “I do not understand.”

J’hana stepped closer to the Jem’Hadar, peering into his eyes. “Chaka, you are a skilled combatant. I also understand that Counselor Peterman has cleared you for active duty. Meaning you’re not so…insane…anymore.”

Chaka nodded. “That’s correct. But I think active duty meant…you know, babysitting. And ceramics. Do you want a mug?”

“Perhaps, but not right now. Chaka, I need you to come over to a ship from an evil mirror universe with me. We have to infiltrate the ship and retrieve Commander Richards and Doctor Browning, before they’re tortured or…saunaed.”

“You need me to…fight?”

“That’s correct. Interested?”

“More than I care to admit,” Chaka said. “Let me just turn my kiln off!”

“Be on the Escort in two minutes,” J’hana said, turning on a heel and heading out of the room.



“Escort’s ready to launch,” Keefler called out, looking up from tactical. “Quantum torpedo salvo ready.”

“Helm, increase speed to overtake,” Baxter told Madera, resting his hands on her chair. “Keefler, stand by. Fire on my command…”



“Actually, a backrub would be more than fine,” Browning told the evil Keefler as he escorted her down the corridor toward the sauna. “I don’t want to get all sweaty, you know. Since I already did, once…with your captain. Not that it wasn’t fun but…hey Christopher!” Browning blanched as the Nasty-Tilleran brought Richards and what she assumed was the alternate J’hana up from the other side of the corridor.

“I was not told about any other customers for the sauna,” Keefler said, looking at his padd.

“I am the new first officer, MISTER Keefler,” Tilleran said, boring her eyes into Keefler’s. “And I say that these two will also be going into the sauna.”

Keefler’s eyes went glassy and his knees buckled a little. “Of course…Commander. As you…wish…”

Tilleran keyed open the door to the “sauna” and shoved Richards and J’hana in. “Enjoy, you two. I’ll be outside waiting to enjoy your useless cries for help.”

“Yeah, Chris’s never liked the heat,” Browning chuckled, as Tilleran unceremoniously shoved her in.

“You just shut up!” Tilleran snapped. “You and this Richards are just as disgusting as our Richards and JB. Such a cute couple, but so bad at relationships.”

“Actually, things were going great, but we just mutually decided…” Richards piped up.

“DIE!” Tilleran shouted, and keyed the door shut.

“Jeeze,” Browning said, glancing around the small, bare room, dark except for the orange heating coils embedded in the walls.

J’hana looked around at their enclosings. “‘Grave men, near death, who see with blinding sight/Blind eyes could blaze like meteors and be gay/Rage, rage against the dying of the light.’”

“Is she evil?” Browning asked, thumbing in her direction.

Richards shook his head. “No. Just…a little off.”

“She actually seems kind of nice.”

Richards nodded. “Yeah, she is. When she’s not quoting villanelles.”

“Well, nobody’s perfect.” Browning looked around. “So these guys must not be all bad. A trip to a sauna….”

“Christ sakes, Janice! Have you not yet grasped that they put us in this room to kill us?”

Browning thought about that. “Is that what Tilleran meant by ‘die’?”

“Yes! ‘Sauna’ is a euphemism for…I don’t know…fiery death room!”

“Oh,” Browning said. “Oh! God that’s horrible!”

“Yeah,” Richards said. “But I guess it’s only fitting that we’d die together.”

“How so?” Browning asked.

“Well you were the one complaining we don’t talk enough. Now here we are, together again, and we’re about to be killed. We make such an awful couple, we don’t even deserve to live!”

“I actually think you make a nice couple,” J’hana observed. “You two must see the better parts of each/Both silent, each striving to see the goodness/Try, try to open up the doors to your hearts!”

“That was nice,” Browning said encouragingly.

“I just made it up! Want to hear more?”

“Hey out there!” Richards called. “Start the killing now, please!”

Browning took Richards’s hand. “Christopher…I’m sorry about everything.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Me too.” He chuckled. “Nice to know our relationship at least works in the screwed up, evil universe, though, eh?”

The room suddenly buzzed as the heating coils glowed brighter. Tilleran’s cackling visage could be seen through the window in the door.

“Oh, about that,” Browning said. “I think I broke us up in this universe.”

“How’s that?”

“Well, since we’re both going to die, I guess it doesn’t hurt to tell you. I slept with the evil Howie Sefelt…”

Richards’s eyes went wide and he let go of Browning’s hand. “WHAT?”

“But it didn’t mean anything!”

Suddenly the ship shook. Richards, Browning, and J’hana bumped against each other in the small room as the deck rattled beneath them.

The red coils surged, then died down, and Tilleran’s face disappeared from the window in the door as she walked off, presumably to find out what happened.

Browning ran to the window, glancing out. “Something’s happening. I hear screaming out there!”

Other-J’hana’s antennae twitched. “Something wicked this way comes…”

That’s when the other J’hana, the one Richards knew from his own universe, smashed through the door, phaser blasting.

“RARRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR WHO WANTS TO DIE?” she roared.

“Wow, this is awkward,” Richards said, looking around at the others.



“Fire all weapons!” Baxter said, stepping toward the front of the bridge as the Explorer turned on the Secondprize-A, weapons blasting. “Yeah, it’s not as funny when you’re the ones being chased, is it! Run away, you happy little freaks!”

“They are, in fact, retreating, sir,” Keefler said. “Should we return to the Eradicator?”

“No. Let’s finish the job,” Baxter said. “It would be nice to know we left this universe a little better than it was when we got here.”

“It would be a first,” Peterman said.

“Increase our speed. Fire torpedoes, multiple vectors!”

Everyone watched as the Explorer bore down on the retreating Ebullient-class ship, which banked to port suddenly.

“Stay on her, Madera!”

“I am, sir, it’s just…”

“What?”

“We’re entering an adjacent sector,” Tilleran said. “But I’m getting odd readings…”

“I’ll need more than that,” Baxter said.

Tilleran looked up at the viewscreen. “There’s just one planet in the system. And no sun I can find…”

“Rogue planet?” Peterman asked.

“Either that or a very large moon,” Tilleran said. “In either case, the Secondprize is heading straight for it.”

“That seems convenient,” Baxter said.

“Fifteen million kilometers and closing,” Tilleran said. “It’s massive. Easily over a thousand times our size.”

“Something’s wrong, Andy,” Peterman said.

“Ya think?” Baxter glanced at Tilleran. “What are your scans telling you?”

“My scans can’t penetrate the object’s surface. I…”

Suddenly, on the screen, a huge, dark orb loomed into view. It turned, slowly, illuminated only by the glinting of light from a far off star.

But as it turned, Baxter realized, it wasn’t dark-colored at all. It was yellow.

And as it continued to turn, Baxter saw to his horror…

“That’s no moon! That’s a happy face!” he cried.

Peterman leapt to her feet, as the giant yellow happy face revealed itself fully on the screen. “Andy, get us out of here!”

“Come about, all engines full reverse!” Baxter called out as he stumbled back to his chair.

“Sir, the mouth…is opening,” Tilleran said. “It’s firing multiple tractor beams at us. Pulling us in!”

“More power to the engines. Mister Keefler, lock phasers on those emitters. Fire!”

“I can’t pinpoint their location. Sensor interference is blocking my scans!”

“The Secondprize just disappeared inside the orb,” Tilleran said.

“Well if they want to go in there, chances are, we don’t…” Baxter said. “Prepare to engage warp engines!”

“Only if we want to be ripped apart,” Tilleran said.

“At this point…” Baxter said, but it was too late, the Explorer was being pulled right inside the happy face’s maniacal jaws.

And like that, she was swallowed. The happy mouth closed, but its smile looked somewhat wider.



J’hana of the Ninth Hive, regular version, looked around at the scene in the “sauna” and grimaced. She glanced at Richards and Browning. “What are you two looking so thoughtful about?”

“Well, we were just about to die…” Browning began.

“She slept with the evil Sefelt!” Richards said.

“Ah, yes. I heard.” J’hana chortled. “I hope you gave him a good ride, Doctor!”

“That’s not…”

“How did you get aboard?” Richards asked.

“I formed a small boarding party and we took the Escort here. The Explorer blew a hole in the shields, then I had Ensign Taft execute a barrel roll so we could clamp to the underside of…” J’hana’s antennae wiggled, and she turned to see the other J’hana, curled in the corner. “Wait, who’s this simpering, cowardly sharz…” She squinted in the darkness and stepped forward. “What…”

“J’hana, we can explain,” Richards said. “See, in this universe, you…”

“Who are you?” the other J’hana asked, gingerly crawling to her feet.

“Nevermind who I am. I know who I am. Who are YOU?”

“J’hana. Of the Ninth Hive of Andor.”

“You’re a weakling! Look at your biceps! I bet you can barely benchpress your own weight!”

“I in fact cannot.”

“You’re a…”

“Pacifist?” the other J’hana offered.

J’hana shook her head.

“Virgin?”

J’hana turned a lighter shade of blue.

“Religious cleric?”

“STOP!” the real J’hana said, holding both sides of her head. She pivoted to Richards. “We must get off this cursed ship. NOW!”

“Well, that’ll be a tough one,” a battered-looking Tilleran growled, limping into the doorway from the corridor outside.

J’hana glanced over her shoulder. “I thought I beat you up already.”

Evil-Tilleran wiped the blood from the side of her mouth. “I want seconds.”

“Great Garsnatz,” J’hana said, turning and racing at Tilleran, fingers curled and clawlike.

“J’hana, we don’t have time for this!” Richards snapped.

“She’s insane. She’s a madwoman,” the nice-J’hana said softly.

“Yeah,” Browning said. “But we like her anyway.”

“She’s fascinating.”

“Chaka to J’hana. I’ve captured the bridge. I had to kill a lot of people who looked like people from the Explorer, but it seemed okay at the time. Please advise.”

“J’hana’s busy at the moment,” Richards called out, as J’hana and Tilleran rolled by, grunting. He tried to get that image out of his head, but it wasn’t going anywhere. “Just hold the fort up there, Chaka. We’ll be there as soon as we can. Don’t kill anybody you don’t have to!”

“Understood. I’m currently crushing evil Howard Sefelt’s throat with my boot. Should I continue?”

Richards thought about that. “Yep.”



Purple curtains billowed apart on either side of the viewscreen. Holograms, Baxter thought.

As the Explorer drifted inside the gigantic open space within the smiley face orb, the bridge crew looked on in horror.

A cartoon sideshow erupted in front of them, featuring an animated sun wearing, of all things, sunglasses.

Little animated squirrels and bunnies, and little flittering birds, danced around the smiling sun. The bunnies had little castanets.

Meanwhile, they all sang, giddily:



Love is like candy on a shelf You want to taste and help yourself The sweetest things are there for you Help yourself, take a few That’s what I want you to do.



“Keefler, lock all phasers on that sun and blow it away,” Baxter said, in mute terror.

“Phasers non-functional, sir. Some kind of jamming field!”

“Try the torpedoes,” Peterman said, reaching out for Baxter’s hand. “Hurry!”

“Dear?” Baxter asked.

“It’s Tom Jones. EVEN I HAVE MY LIMITS, ANDY!”



We’re always told repeatedly The very best in life is free And if you want to prove it’s true Baby I’m telling you This is what you should do



“Computer: This is Captain Andy Baxter. Authorize Self Destruct, code one-two-three Alpha Beta Ceta.”

“There is no such letter as ‘ceta,’” the computer replied.

“God damn it, just blow up the ship!” Baxter cried out. “I don’t need a Greek lesson.”

“Self destruct is non-functional,” the computer countered.

“NO!” Baxter cried out. “Somebody cause a warp core breach. Just do what we did by accident all those times, only this time, do it on purpose!”



Just help yourself to my lips To my arms just say the word, and they are yours Just help yourself to the love, In my heart your smile has opened up the door The greatest wealth that exists in the world, Could never buy what I can give Just help yourself to my lips To my arms, and then lets really start to live…



Allllllllll right. Yeah…



Peterman looked out from between her fingers, pushing the fallen hair out of her face. She slapped Baxter on the arm. “A-Andy. I think the music’s over.”

Baxter was curled on the floor in a fetal position. “Are you sure?”

Peterman nodded. “Yeah. Get up, honey. Your…undies are showing.”

“God! This is the worst day ever.” Baxter leapt to his feet and glanced around at the bridge, at the mute faces, and the restrained grins. “Well, people. Stop staring at me and get to work. Find us a way out of here.”

“Captain, we’re being pulled…toward the surface!” Madera reported from helm.

“Oh, freakin’ great!” Baxter said, walking toward the viewscreen. “Can’t you reverse our thrusters?”

“Don’t you think I would have backed us out of here if I could have?” Madera said. “We have no helm or thruster control.”

“Grand!”

“Are we going to be made happy now?” Sefelt asked, cowering at ops.

“Not if I have anything to say about it, little buddy,” Baxter said, watching the shiny, colorful, flower-festooned surface of the orb draw closer and closer. As the Explorer neared the surface, he could see buildings and houses. This was much more than just a holding chamber with a psychotic musical hologram show.

This was a community.

“All hands, this is your captain. Presuming the comm system still works, I want everyone to brace for impact and prepare to be boarded. Just to give you a head’s up, it’s altogether possible that a bunch of happy people are going to come on board and try to make us happy too. As good as that sounds, trust me that it’s really not, and resist them to your last breath! That is all.”

Peterman stepped up, circling her arms around Baxter’s waist. “Honey, what about our baby?”

“She’s with Richard Simmons. I think he can pass as one of the happies, if he has to. He pretty much acts like one anyway.”

“That’s comforting,” Peterman sniffed.

“Don’t worry, we’ll find Steffie. We’ll keep this crew safe. I promise.”

“You mean it?”

“Either that, or we’ll all live…well, ever after…” Baxter sighed, as suddenly the Explorer rumbled around him.

“We’re soft-landing on the surface!”

“A six hundred meter vessel doesn’t soft-land anywhere,” Baxter snapped, pitching backward as the Explorer touched down, settling into the sphere’s surface. He held Peterman tight, reaching out to grasp a railing, as the shaking finally settled to a stop.

He looked around worriedly. “Why aren’t we tipping over? We’re more front-heavy than a Pakled stripper!”

“The saucer is propped…” Tilleran rolled her eyes. “On a lovely, mossy hill. On the bright side, I think we may have squished a few people when we landed.”

“More good news,” Keefler said, looking at his panel. “There’s a small crowd forming near the aft airlock. They appear to be…yes, they’ve broken in.”

“Oh hell,” Baxter said. “The welcoming party. Break out the phasers. Let’s see what kind of demented freaks they throw at us…”



“Booty butt! We’re so glad to see you!” Harley Baxter grinned, jogging down the corridor toward Baxter, resplendent in his neon green spandex body suit. “We thought the Happymaster would never capture you!”

Lucy-Goosey Baxter twirled up next to her husband, pirouetting and jetee-ing in a similarly tight spandex suit. Their names were obvious, as they wore rainbow-colored “Hello, my name is…” nametags.

“No…” Baxter said softly, backing down the corridor, raising his phaser rifle as he felt his stomach sink.

“Do we fire?” Keefler asked.

“Yes, oh yes,” Baxter said.

Keefler waved at Tilleran and the other security officers, who raised their weapons at Harley and Lucy-Goosey, and the half-dozen others who perused the corridors.

The phasers clicked, but nothing happened.

“Damn!” Baxter said, lowering his rifle and shooting right at his “mother.” Again, nothing happened. “No!” he yelled at the ceiling. “I always wanted to do this!”

“Sweet pea,” Lucy-Goosey Baxter said, doing a ballet twirl up to Baxter, her green spandex gleaming. “Don’t overreact.”

“Yer weapons won’t work here anyway,” Harley Baxter said, patting Baxter’s rear. “Why don’t you relax and have a Turbo Juice Three Thousand?” He produced a collapsible cup from his waistband, and filled it from a tubule that extended from the sleeve of his shirt. “Fifty essential fruits and vegetables. And energy, energy, energy!”

“You know, I’m really not thirsty,” Baxter said, dropping his phaser rifle.

“Try shooting them again,” Peterman whispered from behind Baxter.

“Oh, sweetie, you have so much anger in you,” Lucy-Goosey said, reaching out to pinch Peterman’s cheek. “And you’re so cute. Just think, if you smiled more, you wouldn’t have those laugh lines…”

“Y-you don’t hate me?”

“Naw, we love you.” Lucy-Goosey grinned at Harley. “We love everybody here on the Happy Fun Ball!”

“I…I can understand you,” Baxter said to Harley. “I mean, I understand the words that are coming out of your mouth.”

“Why wouldn’t you?” Harley asked kindly.

“Well, you’re usually smoking a cigar.”

“Ewwww had to quit those long ago, silly boy,” Harley said, again patting Baxter’s behind. That got more disturbing each time. “Smoking is SO not happy. The juice is much better for you!”

“Dad…you…you’re still with Mom, right. You’re not, like…um…”

“Oh, we REALLY swing!” Baxter’s “mom” replied. “How’d you think I got the nickname Lucy-Goosey?”

Baxter fell back into Peterman’s arms, his eyes fluttering.

“Andy, stay with me…”

“Please, no more…” Baxter moaned.

“Listen, guy,” Harley said, kneeling by Baxter and squeezing his knee. “You’ve been through a lot. You fought hard to destroy our happy way of life, and that’s admirable. You gave ‘er the old college try. Nothing wrong with that. But it’s over now. So why don’t you just give in and let us fire up the ol’ happy beam. Then we can grill out! It’s a nice day for it. The cartoon sun is coming by in a couple hours…”

“That’s not your son,” a voice said from down the corridor.

Happymaster Dillon swept into the corridor, his cape billowing behind him. Tiny officers in tie-dyed uniforms flanked him as he looked around the Explorer corridor, taking it all in.

“Oh no, more little people,” Tilleran gasped.

“This ship will make a fine addition to our collection,” the Happymaster surmised.

“What do you mean he’s not our son?” Lucy-Goosey asked.

“These people, I’m afraid, are from the…other universe. The sad one.”

“Oh,” Harley said, standing up. “Sorry, guy.”

“Still, there’s around seven hundred souls on board who could stand a little mood improvement!” the Happymaster said, turning to Harley. “Know what I mean?”

Harley nodded, cracking his knuckles. “That can be arranged.”

“Good. And we can put Gorgeous La Forge and Be-laughin’ Torres on the task of refitting this so-called Explorer, and turning it against the Federation of Fuddy Duddies.”

“I don’t even know where to start,” Baxter said woozily. “Could you do me a huge favor and just tell me…you know, where everyone is as far as happy and not happy? In eight seconds or less?”

The Happymaster bit his lip thoughtfully. “Yes. Happy versus not happy. Easily done. Everyone you see here, all ninety thousand souls on the Happy Fun Ball, are happy. The rest of the galaxy…not so much. There are pockets of resistance, of course…but the battle does not go well for the happies.”

“So I…” Baxter beagn. “I mean the other me…succeeded!”

“Depends on your point of view,” the Happymaster said, pushing his bottom lip out. “I’d say he failed us all. They all did. They united with others, and beat us back, pushed us back to this system, where we found this Dyson sphere.”

“And you just HAD to paint a smiley face on it,” Peterman muttered.

“Well, it is our registered trademark,” the Happymaster said haughtily. “Anyway, it’s been our home for the better part of a year now. We’ve colonized wherever we could. Adapted the systems for our own use, thanks to the incomparable Gorgeous La Forge.”

A little man walked up to the Happymaster and waved for him to bend down, which he did. The man then whispered something in the Happymaster’s ear.

“Ah, yes. L’il Scottie Baird helped too.”

“L’il Scottie…” Baxter began. “Okay, what’s with the midgets?”

“They’re LITTLE PEOPLE,” the Happymaster spat, covering Scottie’s ears. The little guy seemed to take umbrage at being called a midget.

“Oh, sorry, man,” Baxter said slowly.

Scottie just gave Baxter the finger, then turned away, muttering in a slightly high-pitched voice. “Little doody-brain. Poo-poo head. Buncha bullhockey!”

“So…” Baxter said. “The, um, little people…”

“Yes!” the Happymaster said, clapping giddily. “One of my own ideas! You see, you may recall the original Secondprize crew perished when your ship crossed over into our universe six years ago. So, when we commissioned the Secondprize-A, I was able to clone them all back to life, so they could be with me for all time!”

“Only, now they’re small…”

“Petite!” little Emily Sulli-fun said, shaking her fist at Peterman.

“Whatever,” Peterman growled.

“They’re my bestest friends,” the Happymaster said, hugging himself and sighing contentedly. “You’ll all become my bestest friends too.” He grimaced at Baxter. “Though some of you will NEVER become tiny.”

“Er, Happymaster,” Harley said, clearing his throat. “What are you going to do about the real Andy-Wandy? Our actual boy?”

“Oh, he’s out there somewhere. We’ll get ’im.”

“He should be here with us. Happy, shiny…all that good stuff!” Loosey-Goosey said.

“All in good time!” the Happymaster seethed. “Now I have to get back out there and find the other ship that came over with the Explorer. If we bring them back here, we’ll have them, the Explorer, the Secondprize, AND the recently-captured Catherine Zeta-Jones. We’ll nearly have a fleet at our disposal! We can rebuild our Empire of Enjoyment!”

“It’s too good to be true,” Lucy-Goosey said flatly.

“So it is!” the Happymaster clapped. “Now then, I’m off to spread the love! Come with me, my tiny little friends! You guys know what to do…make Captain Baxter and his crew feel more at home!”

Baxter glowered at his alternate parents. “Don’t bother. My parents want me to be something I’m not. I feel more at home already.”



“Let’s keep this evil…I mean civil,” Evil-Sefelt croaked, rubbing his throat and looking askance at Chaka’kan. “I’m sure we can all discuss this like reasonable beings.”

“You were about to burn us alive,” Richards pointed out.

“So? That’s how we solve problems where I come from. We kill them. What do you do?” He screwed up his face in an annoyed scowl. “Talk out your problems?”

“Sometimes,” Browning said.

“But sometimes we just blow people up,” J’hana said, cradling her phaser rifle. “Like we did to many of your buddies on this ship. Now how about you make this easier on all of us and give us your command codes so we can go get the Explorer and get the fwark out of here?”

“Never!” Evil-Sefelt rasped. “I’d rather die.”

“Oh, silly man,” J’hana said, setting her rifle down and walking over. “I’m not going to kill you.” She knelt in front of him, and patted him on the head. “No. No. I’m going to make you wish you were dead.” And with that she jabbed her index finger into his ribcage and jiggled it madly.

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

“Nobody can resist the Andorian torture-tickle!” J’hana roared.

“Enough!” Richards said, covering his eyes. “Stop the insanity.”

“Fine, fine! Ralphie Epsilon Paula Two!” Evil-Sefelt screeched, squirming in his chair.

“And they are?” J’hana asked with a sneer.

“My parents,” Evil-Sefelt mumbled, rubbing his side. “Estranged.”

“Pity about that,” J’hana said, and hopped behind the tactical console, poking at the controls. “The code works! We’ve got maneuvering controls. I’ll work on restoring the shields.”

Browning surveyed the bridge of the Eradicator, and the six unconscious officers laying on the deck. “Was all this violence really…necessary, Chaka?”

“It was imperative,” Chaka glowered. “By the way, your mug is ready. You can pick it up tomorrow morning. Say eightish?”

“Um, thanks,” Browning said, and looked to Richards. “What now?”

Richards walked to the center of the bridge. “We find the Explorer. Taft, you take helm. Albright, you monitor the engines.”

“What should I do?” Browning asked.

“Stand in the back of the bridge and don’t have sex with anything,” Richards said.

“Oh, you can’t possibly still be ticked about that!”

Richards didn’t glance over his shoulder. “Yeah, I can.”

“Fazzzhat,” J’hana mumbled. “Shields are back up at fifty percent. Forward disruptor banks standing by.”

“Good,” Richards said. “Try to pick up on the Explorer’s ion trail. There should still be traces…”

“Christopher, we are not together anymore. You’ve got to be okay with me seeing other people!”

“Other people maybe,” Richards said. “But I would think that you’d have better judgment than to sleep with insane mirror people.”

“I was just trying to get information from him!”

“And I’m not insane,” Evil-Sefelt said. “I just had a bad upbringing!”

“Well, our Sefelt had a great upbringing, by all accounts, and believe me, he didn’t turn out so great either,” Richards muttered, staring at the stars on the viewscreen.

“You really have no right to be standoffish with me, Christopher,” Browning said. “I was incredibly understanding during your relationship with Lieutenant Madera!”

“Madera…Madera…” Evil-Sefelt said thoughtfully. “Oh, yeah. I killed her last month.”

Richards glared at him.

“What? She beat me at basketball. That’s unacceptable!”

“Let’s just forget about it,” Richards said. “We’ve got more important things to deal with than your need to get over me.”

“Oh, don’t flatter yourself. I’ve been over you for a while.”

“Is that why you’re contacting Pogo twice a week?”

“How dare you look at my communication logs!” Browning snapped, stepping up to Richards.

“First Officer’s prerogative,” Richards said, folding his arms. “Please, Janice. Of all people, my friend…oh, wait a minute, you do tend to like my friends…”

“And here we go with the Andy thing…for the love of GOD, could you please get over that?”

“Andy and I are fine,” Richards said.

“Ah, so it’s all my fault. Well isn’t that classic.”

“If the shoe fits…”

“Ahem,” J’hana said stiffly, looking up from her panel. “I’m picking up an Ebullient-class starship approaching us on an intercept vector.” She glanced at Browning. “Oh, and Richards and I have been fwarking like wild sehlats for months now.”

Browning gaped. “Huh…?”

“Battlestations?” J’hana said pointedly.

“What the…” Richards stammered. “Yes! Battlestations!”

Browning looked from Richards to J’hana. “But…why…I mean how?”

“He’s trying to get you out of his head,” J’hana said. “And, considering the blunt force trauma I’ve applied to his head, you’d think he’d have forgotten you by now. Worry not, though. I’m persistent.”

“Let’s stay on task here…” Richards said.

“You hypocrite! You’re doing the same thing!”

“It’s not the same thing at all,” Richards said.

“The sex is better, for one,” J’hana said.

“Hey. I was fantastic!” Evil-Sefelt piped up.

“Be quiet, or I will finish crushing your throat,” Chaka said, lifting his boot.

“Attacking ship!” Richards exclaimed, pointing at the viewscreen.

“Oh, don’t be a baby,” J’hana said, and tapped at the tactical console. The Eradicator’s weapons flared out at the approaching Ebullient-class ship..

“Evasive maneuvers. Get us out of here!” Richards called out to Ensign Taft, who brought the Eradicator around and sent it surging forward.

“The Secondprize-A is firing,” J’hana said.

“Secondprize-A?” Browning asked, confused.

“It would take too long to explain,” J’hana said. “Less explaining, more shooting!”

Richards braced himself as the Secondprize’s salvo connected, shaking the Eradicator. Browning stumbled against him briefly, then glared at him, stepping away and grabbing a bulkhead railing.

“They’re turning. Trying to cut us off!” Taft called out.

“Bank to port, try to shake them,” Richards said.

“We’re entering a star system,” J’hana said. “At least, I think it is…”

“What do you mean?” Browning asked.

“No discernable sun. No planets. Just one, big…”

Richards glanced up at the viewscreen as the approached the odd space body. J’hana was right, it wasn’t a planet. It was more like a big, round…

“Smiley face?” Richards asked, his eyes widening. “All engines, full reverse!”

“Too late,” J’hana said. “The twisted thing has its tractor beams on us.”

“Shoot them!” Richards snapped.

“Trying,” J’hana said.

“What…is that thing?” Evil-Sefelt said, squirming in his chair.

“It’s everywhere we don’t want to be,” Browning said softly. She glanced at Evil-Sefelt. “You okay?”

“I’m…I’m not sure. I’ve never felt this way before. I think…yes. I think I’m terrified!”

“Don’t worry,” Browning muttered. “You’ll get used to it.”

“Shields and weapons experiencing some sort of interference,” J’hana said, pounding her panel. “We’re getting dragged inside!”

Richards stared at the gaping maw of the happy face and shivered. “Yeah, but what’s inside…”



“This is infuriating,” Captain Baxter said, drumming his fingers on his usual table in the Constellation Club. Outside the massive ten-forward windows, the sun shown brightly, little cartoon butterflies flitted about, and all was happy inside the Happy Fun Ball. Meanwhile, Baxter and Petersren, along with Steffie, sat down to ruminate about their situation. Tilleran, Keefler, Madera, and Sefelt were likewise huddled in the club, along with some other bridge staff, trying to piece together a plan to escape.

“Yeah, I know,” Peterman said, reaching out to take Baxter’s hand, as Steffie sat in her high chair at the table. “The whole idea that our minds are going to be warped and we’re going to be forced to spend every waking hour in a state of tweaked-out euphoria…”

“Well, yeah,” Baxter said. “But I meant the wait. My parents are taking forever to come back and ‘happy us.’ What’s the holdup? Is there a more important ship full of unhappy people to brainwash?”

“You’re…offended…because they’re keeping us waiting?”

“It’s just…it’s maddening!” Baxter said, throwing his hands up.

Peterman shook her head. “Honey, just when I think I know you…”

Suddenly a ceiling tile busted open above them, and Mirk rolled out, falling to the floor with a thud.

Baxter glanced over at the prone Maloxian. “You okay, Mirk?”

Peterman looked up at the ceiling, just as Lt. Commander Hartley hopped out of the hatch, landing sprightly on her feet.

“The calvary has arrived!” she exclaimed. “Ooh, Mirkles. Poor baby…” She reached down and helped him up.

“Yes, the calvary is here!” Mirk looked around. “You know, if I knew you all would end up back here, I’d have just stayed put.”

“What have you got for us?” Baxter asked, standing. “A little teleportation? Maybe some telekinesis?”

“About that…” Mirk said. He stepped closer to Baxter. “Captain, you know I’m always hap…er, pleased to help you, wherever I can.”

“You’re not glowing yet,” Baxter pointed out.

“Yeah. Well, that’s the thing. I think you sort of…overestimated my abilities.”

“I’ve seen you transcend time and space. And mix a hell of a daiquiri!”

“Right. Well, see, I can transcend time and space. I can teleport, levitate things, no problem. But as far as moving the entire ship…and fighting off whatever security devices this…planet-thing…possesses…well, that’s beyond me.”

“How about erecting a massive forcefield around the ship to keep people out?” Tilleran suggested, walking over from a nearby table.

“Not gonna happen,” Mirk said.

“How about reversing the happy beams, so they de-happy everyone who fires one?” Baxter suggested.

“Nope. Way too complicated.”

“What’s the use of a godlike bartender if he can’t help spring you from a smiley dyson’s sphere?” Baxter snapped.

“Well, what can you do?” Peterman asked Mirk as gently as possible.

“I can fix everyone some drinks, and maybe some snacks…”

“Mirk and I did come up with a plan while we were crawling around the Jefferies tubes hiding from the happies…” Hartley said. “It involves all of us, working together and..”

“Ah yes!” Baxter said. “If we all hold hands, and focus on Mirk, we can increase his powers and it’ll be enough to levitate us out of here!”

“No,” Hartley said flatly. “We all have to rewire the ship’s shield emitters. See, they’re still powered up, even if we can’t control them. If we can manually reconfigure each one at the emitter output node, it’ll create a sympathetic vibration that’ll break us free. It should also temporarily paralyze the security fields that are jamming our weapons. With a quick, well-aimed shot, we can take out those fields and bust our way out of here.”

“Sounds kind of pedestrian,” Baxter observed.

“Yeah,” Peterman said. “Not magical at all.”

Hartley glared. “Well, it’s this or nothing.”

“Fine,” Baxter clapped his hands. “People, let’s form up. Lieutenant Commander Hartley has a…non-omnipotent idea. Let’s get moving…”



“I can’t believe how long we’ve been waiting,” Richards said, pacing the bridge of the Eradicator. “Who do they think we are?”

“Fodder for their happy war, according to the brochure the Happymaster gave us,” J’hana said, tossing the colorful PR piece at Richards and leaning on the tactical console.

“He said he’d be right back,” Browning said. “You’d think that we’d be a priority. You know, it’s not every day you get a ship full of new recruits.”

“I for one would rather die than…become happy,” Evil-Sefelt muttered.

“That can be arranged,” Chaka said. He looked at the others. “I for one could not care less. My emotional state has been manipulated from the moment I emerged from the genetic bath at the time of my creation. The Founders dictated my every thought and feeling, and coded it into my genes.”

“Yeah, they did a fine job of it, too,” Richards muttered.

“Christopher!” Browning snapped.

J’hana glanced at her panel. “Well, looks like the aft hatch has been opened. A squad of…ugh…happy people…just filed in. Anybody want to be killed before they get here?”

“I’ll consider it,” Evil-Sefelt said.

“I wonder how the other J’hana is doing,” Richards said thoughtfully.

“Maybe you should check,” Browning said. “Then you could have sex with her too.”

“Not his type,” J’hana growled low. “Then again, you aren’t either.”

“Hey!”



“You don’t look so nasty,” Other-J’hana observed, glancing through the porthole window in the door of the sauna, as the evil Tilleran lay prone and unconscious on the floor. “I’m half-tempted to turn this thing on and roast you alive. It would serve you right, for all the shart you put me through.” Other-J’hana paced in front of the door to the sauna, shaking her head. “No. No, musn’t think such awful thoughts. They’re impure, unsavory. I cannot become that which I hate.”

Suddenly, J’hana heard a knock on the sauna door. She turned and saw Tilleran’s shiny black eyes staring back at her.

“Bah…buh…uhm…” J’hana stammered, when a thought burrowed into her mind, like a dagger into a pumpkin.

<Open the door, Andorian.>

“N-no,” J’hana protested. “I’m not supposed to. You stay in there, or…or I’ll sauna you!”

<You wouldn’t do that. Would you? No, you’ll open the door now.>

“No, I won’t!”

<Open the door.>

“Okay.” J’hana, as if possessed, reached out and thumbed the door control. The door slid open and Tilleran emerged, smiling broadly. She grabbed J’hana by the throat and shoved her against the bulkhead. The Andorian collapsed in a heap on the floor, from a mixture of fear and concussion.

“I’ll finish the job later,” Evil-Tilleran said, turning on a heel. “For now, I have some intruders to deal with…”

She hadn’t yet reached the adjoining pressure door when suddenly it buzzed open, and Tilleran came face-to-face with a giant…fish-thing.

“Don’t worry!” the fish thing announced, waving its flippers at Evil-Tilleran. “Be happy!”

A raven-haired woman stood next to him, waving pleasantly. “Hi. I’m Sammy! This is my partner, Batty! We have some questions for you. Do you want to be happy? Tell the truth!”

“Gods, no,” Tilleran replied, and glanced behind Sammy and Batty at the squadron of tie-dyed wackos behind them. She pried into their minds and recoiled at the happy horrors within. The smarminess…the cuddlyness…the friendliness. It cut her right to the core. So she did the only thing a maniacal, homicidal, antisocial, power-crazy Betazoid gal could do. She lashed out with her telepathy, slamming her thoughts into Batty, then Sammy.

They clutched their heads, falling to their knees.

“Nooooooooooooooooooo!” they cried. “Not happy! NOT HAPPY!”

Tilleran drifted through the crowd, glaring at each one, even as they reached for their sidearms, sending each one falling to the deck in a crying, blubbering heap.

“Depression!” one Happy cried.

“Ennui!” cried another.

“Deep hurting!” moaned another.

Once everyone was incapacitated, Evil-Tilleran slapped her hands together, proud of a job well done. “To the bridge!” she announced eagerly, stopping to pluck a couple sidearms from the suddenly-depressed happies.



“This is nice. Working together like this. It’s a rare opportunity.” Captain Baxter leaned back against the bulkhead, in the tiny compartment known as Shield Node 27, as Counselor Peterman grunted and yanked at the circuitry inside the large gray box that was the processor manifold.

“Yeah. It’s fabulous,” Peterman muttered, mopping her brow with the back of her hand. “Could you glance at the padd and tell me what I’m supposed to do next?”

“Sure,” Baxter said, leaning over and glancing at the padd. “You’re supposed to switch off power to this area’s shield sequencers.”

“Won’t that disable shields in this section?” Peterman asked, scrunching her nose. “Wouldn’t that be bad?”

“Bad is a relative term, sweetie,” Baxter said, and put a hand on her shoulder. “I mean, it’s not as if our shields are helping much right now, being that we’re stuck inside a giant smiley face, and this pleasant little wooded glade we landed in is crawling with happy assholes who want to screw with our brain.”

“Yeah, when you put it that way…” Peterman said, and flipped a toggle on the control panel, shutting off shield power in that section.

“Okay. Now you need to unhook all the ODN connections, and reattach them according to this diagram.” Baxter held up the padd for Peterman’s inspection. “Here…want me to hold it up for you?”

“How about I hold up the padd, and you get up to your elbows in crackling shield circuitry?” Peterman suggested.



Meanwhile, two doors down, in the brig, Evil-Richards, and the rabid JB were sitting on the bench in their cell, staring at the crackling security field.

Which suddenly shut off.

Evil-Richards’s eyes went wide. “JB! JB! Did you see that!”

“See that? Yes I saw! Field is down, field is down!” JB jumped up and started skipping around the cell. “Thank all that’s evil, the field is down!”

Evil-Richards sneered and pushed to his feet, adjusting his tight leather vest. “Calm down, my rotten nectarine. It’s time to show these Explorer people just who they’re dealing with.”

“I think they know,” JB said.

“Well, just in case they don’t,” Evil-Richards said, and marched toward the door to the brig. When it wouldn’t open for him, he smashed the panel beside the door and reached in, pumping the manual handle. “JB, I do believe we’ve missed out on the fun.” He glanced at the corridors, and the moody red emergency lighting. “Yeah. They’ve gone and had a party without us.”

“Let’s bite them!” JB suggested.

“Um, maybe later. For now, let’s focus on getting back to our ship, and returning to a level of sanity.”



“Would you like to be covered in whipped cream while we warp your brain?” the perky, kneesocked and tie-dyed Ashy Donovan asked, as she did toe touches in front of Evil-Sefelt, Richards, Browning, J’hana, Chaka, and the others on the Eradicator bridge.

“What are you, some kind of cheerleader?”

“I’m in inspiration leader!” Ashy corrected, standing straight and waving her arms out, wriggling her fingers. “Ta da! Jazz hands!”

“Anyone wishing they took the suicide option?” J’hana said gruffly, as Albright and Taft kept their backs straight against the wall beside her, trying not to glance directly at Ashy, as if she were a solar eclipse of cute, happy energy.

“Yes, actually,” Chaka said thoughtfully. “Suicide sounds nice about now.”

“Oh, you’re such a downer!” Ashy pouted, stepping up to J’hana and pressing a finger to her lips. “Why don’t you get with the program and just…just open up your heart to good times!”

J’hana growled low.

“No bloodshed, J’hana,” Richards said soothingly.

“She touched my mouth.”

Evil-Sefelt glanced at J’hana. “I like this one. Can we keep her in our universe?”

Richards quickly stepped between Ashy and J’hana. “Listen…nobody wants to get hurt here.”

“The happiness beam is in place, Inspirer General,” Kammie Tezen said with a giggle as he looked over the engineering panel, studying the Eradicator’s power system. “At your command, we can flood the ship with happy beams and enlighten the entire crew!”

“Splendiforous!” Ashy clapped, and did a quick split, lowering herself to the floor.

Richards stared down at her as she flexed. “You know, this universe isn’t all bad.”

“Agreed,” J’hana said in a low voice as her antennae pointed toward Ashy.

“Oh, for the love of…” Browning muttered, covering her face.

Suddenly the door to the bridge slid open, and a wild-eyed Tilleran stood there, with the evil of a dozen hells burning in her black eyes.

Ashy immediately screamed, drawing into a fetal position. Kammie Tezen did likewise, dropping to the floor. The pair of superfluous happy guards by the door also collapsed, screaming.

“Owwwwwwwwwwwwieeeeeeee!” Ashy squealed.

“I’m a shell of a man,” Kammie Tezen moaned. “Life is a black hole of doubt and pain. Make it stop…make the eternal sadness stop!”

“Jeeze,” Browning said, staring at the Tilleran, who obviously wasn’t the one she knew.

“Downer,” Richards agreed.

“Delicious,” J’hana said, licking her lips.

Evil-Tilleran strode onto the bridge, looking from Richards, to Browning, to J’hana. “You all aren’t being driven insane by my thoughts?”

“Yes, but only in a good way,” J’hana cooed, drawing a finger along the other Tilleran’s chin. “What are you doing later?”

“Shush!” Richards said, and turned to Evil-Tilleran. “Look, without getting into the whole story, we’re not from here.”

“You’re from the Explorer. The mediocre ship.”

“We prefer to think of ourselves as very average,” Browning said.

Evil-Tilleran rolled her eyes and sighed, then her eyes lit on Evil- Sefelt. “Ah, Howard. You’re okay.”

“Yes, no thanks to you,” he snapped, stepping up to her. “We’re trapped in some obscene Dyson’s Sphere with a bunch of drugged up hippies.”

“Happies,” Browning corrected.

“Whatever,” Evil-Sefelt snapped. “But you’ve obviously found a way to defeat them.”

“Oh yes,” Evil-Tilleran said, and stretched languidly. “And I must say, it was quite pleasurable.”

“Thrilling,” Evil-Sefelt said. “But what to do with these other universe people?”

Evil-Tilleran stared at them thoughtfully. “Kill them. Well, keep the Andorian. I want to…play with her.”

“I was thinking along similar lines.”

“Superb,” J’hana said. She glanced from Richards to Browning. “Doctor, Commander, good luck….”

“What? You’ll just leave us to die?” Richards snapped.

“Not very honorable,” Browning said.

J”hana stared in Evil-Tilleran’s eyes, transfixed. “Well, you know, all good things must….whatever.”

“Come to me, my perverted blue flower,” Evil-Tilleran said, stepping toward J’hana and taking her hands.

“Hold on,” Evil-Sefelt said, glancing at a sensor panel. “There’s movement nearby. It looks like…yes, it’s the Explorer!”

“About time,” said Chaka, looking skeptically at Evil-Tilleran and J’hana.



The Explorer’s deck rumbled as Peterman and Baxter dashed onto the battle bridge, where Hartley was bent over the central tactical console, tapping in commands. Madera and Sefelt were at their familiar places at the forward stations, and Tilleran and Keefler were at theirs, the smaller, more boxy versions of science and tactical.

“Did we do it?” Baxter asked. “Is it happening?”

’“Yes. The vibration is shaking us of the holding field,” Hartley replied, studying the scans. “We’re moving above the surface. Ninety meters and rising. Thrusters are coming back online.”

“Screw the thrusters,” Peterman snapped. “What about the weapons? We need weapons!”

“Relax,” Hartley said. “I’m working on it.”

“That’s what you said ten minutes ago,” Tilleran snapped from the nearby science station.

“Why did we even decide to meet on the battle bridge?” Baxter asked.

“Because the regular bridge was too far away and we had to make our move as soon as the shield modifications were done.”

“Well what now?” Peterman asked.

“What now is you keep quiet for just a moment and let me work,” Hartley said.

“Where’s Mirk?” Baxter asked.

“Back in the Constellation Club, looking after Steffie, right where we left him,” Hartley said. “Now please…SHUT UP!”

“What about Happymaster Dillon?” a voice piped up from the back of the bridge.

Baxter waved the crewman off. “That’s the least of our problems right now, mister.”

“Ya think?”

Baxter turned around slowly. “Oh. Hell no.”

The Happymaster clapped his gloved hands and sauntered toward Baxter, red cape flapping, and wrapped him in a giant bear hug. “Oooooooooooooh you silly goose! I can’t believe you’d try to wriggle away from us.”

“And shoot at you,” Baxter croaked as he squeezed. “Don’t forget shoot at you!”

“It just makes me so…well I won’t say sad, because I’m never sad…but I am…hurt that you’d want to leave us! And just think of how your parents must feel!”

“My…parents…” Baxter said, shooting a look to Peterman.

“Oh, don’t worry,” the Happymaster.cooed, smoothing Baxter’s hair and looking in his eyes. “They’re in a safe place. They’re down with that Maloxian boy, saying hello to their grandchild. You know, they’re not grandparents here. So obviously, they’re ecstatic that they have a little one to spoil rotten, just like all good grandparents must do!”

“Don’t you hurt my daughter, you smiling freak!” Peterman shrieked, advancing on the Happymaster.

“And stay away from my husband!” Hartley said as she hunched over her panel. “Yes…yes yes yes…”

The Happymaster glanced over her shoulder. “And just what kind of tomfoolery are you up to?”

“This kind!” she shouted, and stabbed a control.

Phasers lanced out from all the emitters on the Explorer, blasting one, then another, of the shield installations on the inner surface of the Happy Fun Ball. At least, that particular section.

“No!!! Stop hurting my Happy Fun Ball!” the Happymaster shrieked, grabbing Hartley by the shoulders.

“Oh, shut the hell up!” Baxter snapped, clasping his fists together and slamming them upside the Happymaster’s head, sending him flopping to the deck in a heap. He stared at the insensate Happymaster and grinned. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m much happier now.”

“I’ll say one thing for this universe,” Peterman said. “They’re weaklings. Andy just decked their leader with one blow.”

“Thanks,” Baxter said, rubbing his hand. “Now then: Tilleran, Keefler…grab sidearms, move through the ship. Deputize whoever’s nearby and secure this deck, then move on to the others.” He looked to Hartley as Tilleran and Keefler marched off. “Can you and Madera navigate us out of here?”

“Yeah, I’ve got the combination to the door,” Hartley grinned, and pointed toward the quantum torpedo controls. “As long as we leave right now, before they can repair their shield emitters…”

“I don’t see any reason to linger,” Baxter said.

“Chris and Janice!” Peterman reminded him.

“Well, obviously,” Baxter said. “Can you find the Eradicator?”

“In my spare time,” Hartley said. “Yes. Actually…funny enough, they’re coming toward us. We’re being hailed.”

“Put ’em on,” Baxter said, waving at the viewscreen.

The viewscreen filled with snarling visages of Tilleran and Sefelt, pressing disruptor pistols against the heads of Richards and Browning, respectively.

“Fancy seeing you guys here!” Evil-Sefelt said. “Let’s make this quick. You need your people back, and we need a way out of here.”

“Don’t you want your people back?” Baxter asked.

“Not especially. I’m actually better off without them. I get to be captain!”

“Good for you,” Baxter deadpanned. “Of course we’ll help you get out of here. I don’t care how evil you are. Nobody deserves to live in this ridiculous ball.”

“We’ll follow your lead out of here, and then make the swap,” Evil-Sefelt said. “If you could just arrange for a nasty transporter accident for our folks, it would be much appreciated.”

“You can do that yourself,” Baxter said.

“Fair enough! Let’s not waste time. Go!”

“You heard him, Madera,” Baxter said, and headed for the door. “Ahead all thrusters!”

“Where are you going?” Hartley asked.

Baxter grabbed Peterman’s hand. “To rescue Stef from her grandparents!”

“I’m sure Mirk’s got things well in hand.”

“Doesn’t hurt to be sure!” Peterman called out. “Don’t get us killed!”

“Or happied!” Baxter asked.

“Yeah,” Hartley said, grimacing at her panel. “Thanks for the support.”



“You let them off easy,” Evil-Tilleran growled. “You realize we have the edge. I have the ability to ward off any of the weirdos from this Universe with a single thought. We can own this sphere within the day.”

“I don’t want to own it,” Evil-Sefelt said, folding his arms. “I just want out.”

“You’re being short-sighted.”

“I’m saving our asses!” Evil-Sefelt replied haughtily.

“We can just wait somewhere else, until this is all over…” Richards suggested, pointing Browning and J’hana toward the door, along with Chaka’kan and J’hana’s security officers..

“Nobody goes anywhere,” Evil-Sefelt said. “I need you people as insurance to make sure we get out of this unscathed. If the Explorer tries anything funny, you’re all as good as dead.”

“Fantastic,” Browning said. “Could we at least have a snack, while we, you know, wait for death?”

“No! No snacks!” Evil-Sefelt cried, pulling at his hair.

“Jeeze, what’s his problem?” Browning muttered.

“Let’s not even analyze it,” Richards said, sighing and leaning against a bulkhead.



Baxter was running so fast to get back to the Constellation Club, he didn’t even see Chris Richards coming around the corner.

He plowed straight into him, knocking him to the deck.

Baxter leaned up. “Sorry, buddy, I…” He stared. “Wait a sec. Chris?”

“You’re…not far off…” Richards said groggily, leaning up.

“Let’s bite people!” JB shouted, hopping up and down, and ran at Peterman.

“Oh, this is great. Evil Janice eats people,” Peterman muttered, and backpedaled as JB grabbed at her, tried to sink her jaws into her shoulder.

Baxter crawled off Evil-Richards and grabbed at JB’s arm.

“You…crushed…me…” Evil-Richards moaned, writhing on the ground. “Or else, you’d be feeling serious pain right now.”

“Get off her, you cannibalistic…!” Baxter shouted, leaping at JB as she rolled on the ground with Peterman. “OWWWWWWW! My pinkie! You bit my pinkie!”

“I need medical attention…” Evil-Richards groaned.

“We don’t have time for this!” Peterman snapped. “Our little girl could be in trouble!”

“Oh, frag it,” Evil-Richards moaned. “I hate people with kids.”



Evil-Tilleran stalked the Eradicator bridge as it moved toward the mouth…er, hangar doors…of the Happy Fun Ball. She turned suddenly and glared at Evil-Sefelt. “NO! It’s tactically wrong. We have to secure this sphere. Once we gain control of it, we can transport it to our universe. Do you have any idea what the Regent would do if we presented a prize as grand as this to him? We’d be set for life!”

“And just HOW do you plan on moving this massive thing to our universe?” Sefelt asked placidly, folding his arms.

“I’m a science specialist. I’ll figure it out.”

“It’s true,” Browning said meekly. “Our Tilleran is super smart. She’ll figure it out.”

“Don’t support her!” Richards snapped.

“Why not? What’s it hurt at this point?”

“Indeed,” J’hana said. “It’s not like we can stop her if we wanted to.” She smiled. “She is Tilleran.”

“That’s true,” Tilleran said, then turned her gaze back on Evil- Sefelt. “Matter of fact, you can’t stop me either.”

“Remember who you’re talking to, Mindwarp! I stole the command of this ship fair and square. I call the shots.”

“Mindwarp?” Richards asked softly. “What is she, a cartoon character?”

“Does everyone in this universe have a stupid nickname?” Browning asked.

“Depends,” Richards replied. “What did you scream out while you were banging Howie Sefelt?”

“She was disturbingly quiet,” Evil-Sefelt interjected.

“WHO ASKED YOU?” Browning shot back.

Chaka’kan scrubbed an exasperated hand over his face and looked at Taft and Albright. “I really thought I was the most disturbed person on the Explorer.”

“Mindwarp,” for her part, stepped toward Evil-Sefelt. “You’ve got one chance to surrender command of this vessel, Falconer. And then I’m going to get nasty.”

“Falconer?” J’hana asked. “For Shran’s sake!”

“You wouldn’t. Not on one of your own!” Evil-Sefelt snapped back.

“You think?” Evil-Tilleran responded, and stared into Evil-Sefelt’s eyes, jaw set in determination.

“No…stop it…n-no! Ants! Ants! Ants all over me! Make them stop! Ooooooh they tickle and HURT!”

Richards, Browning, and J’hana looked on as Evil-Sefelt flailed in agony and sunk to the floor in a sobbing heap.

“It’s so easy to destroy the weak ones,” Evil-Tilleran said, clicking her tongue and turning to face her guests on the bridge. “Now, as for you three…”

“Please don’t kill us…” Browning said.

“Well, since you asked nicely,” Evil-Tilleran said, tapping her chin thoughtfully. “Nah, better kill you anyway.”

Just then, the doors to the bridge opened, and J’hana…the other one…emerged. “No, Mindwarp, you’ve bullied your last unsuspecting crewmember!”

“Please? You think you can stop me?” Evil-Tilleran asked. “With what?”

Other-J’hana withdrew a disruptor and fired it, vaporizing the Evil- Tilleran with a fiery shimmer. “Well, with that, I suppose.”

“NO!” J’hana shouted. “The poor thing!”

“She was going to KILL US!” Browning protested.

“Yes, but…” J’hana said thoughtfully. “That was part of her charm.”

Other-J’hana waved her disruptor at the other bridge officers, who looked on from their stations, still as statues.

“Well, what are you staring at?” she asked.

“Near as I can figure, you’re their boss now,” Richards said. “I think that’s how it works in this particular Universe.”

“Yeah,” Other-J’hana said, cradling her disruptor. “I guess it does.”

“You acted aggressively,” J’hana said. “That, to my knowledge, was not your nature.”

“I’ve been pushed around enough,” Other-J’hana said. “When I awoke from the stupor that bezatch put me in, I had no choice but to end her. Even an Andorian has limits. We’re not the peaceful, weak-willed, softhearted folks the rest of the galaxy takes us for…”

“Please get me out of here,” J’hana growled..

“Could we ask a small favor?” Browning asked. “Could you let us go back to our ship?”

“Do whatever you want. Meanwhile, I’m not sure what I’m going to do,” Other-J’hana said thoughtfully. “But I’m pretty sure it will involve villanelles.”

“Disgraceful,” J’hana said, shaking her head.

“Look at the time!” Richards said. “We’ve really got to be going. J’hana, take us back to wherever you parked the Escort. It’s time to blow this twisted pop stand.”



“I swear, Andy, I’m always doing the dirty work,” Peterman muttered as she and Baxter raced to the Constellation Club.

“I’m sorry,” Baxter said. “I just couldn’t beat Janice up. Even if she was a rabid, cannibalistic, twisted Janice.”

“You still like her.”

“That’s not it at all!” Baxter snapped. “I don’t hit girls.”

“I bet you would’ve hit a mirror Tilleran. Or a mirror Hartley.”

“I wouldn’t try to fight Hartley in any universe, hon,” Baxter replied.

“Fair point,” Peterman said as they approached the doors to the Constellation Club. Surprisingly to Baxter, the automatic door was working, and it obediently slid open.

“What took you so long?” Mirk asked, leaning back in his chair as Steffie sat in the highchair across the table from him, giggling happily.

“We were kinda busy,” Baxter said, as Peterman raced over to Steffie, pulling her into her arms. “What did you do with…?”

Mirk pointed at the ceiling.

Baxter chuckled. “Glad to see your powers came in handy after all.”

There, Harley and Loosey-Goosey hung uselessly, dangling in a colorful, crackling field, assumably of Mirk’s making.

“Best part is, it’s soundproof,” Mirk said. “Are we almost done here?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “Hold onto them a while longer. We’re going to the battle bridge so we can fight our way out of this…ball.”



Baxter and Peterman nearly ran into Richards and Browning again as they ran back to the Battle Bridge.

“I’m holding a toddler this time, Andy, so you have to beat them both up,” Peterman protested, holding Steffie close to her chest.

“You two DO NOT quit!” Baxter snapped, pushing up his shirtsleeves.

“What are you talking about, Andy?” Browning asked. “It’s me, Janice!”

“Wha?” Baxter asked. “You mean you don’t want to eat me?”

“Not particularly,” Browning shrugged.

“We hopped aboard the Escort and flew back here. Thankfully, Hartley didn’t give us the third degree about being the ‘real us’ when we asked permission to come aboard.”

Behind Richards and Browning, J’hana stood with Chaka, Taft, and Albright.

“We’re all going to need serious therapy,” Chaka said.

“We must get out of here,” J’hana said in a low voice.

“Right,” Baxter said. “Let’s go. And tell me how the hell you made it off that ship?”

“Apparently, in the Mirror Universe, there’s a mutiny every three to five minutes.”

“Good to know,” Baxter said, and lead the group to the Battle Bridge. “But don’t get any ideas.”

“Course not,” Richards replied.



Moments later, on the battle bridge, J’hana fired a string of torpedoes, blasting a hole in the massive sphere’s hangar doors. She grinned evilly. “Hivemother, that felt good. I wish I could inflict a little more damage on this ridiculous place.”

“Ahh, don’t look now. Cartoons!” Sefelt called out.

“Permission to delete, Captain?” J’hana asked, as a singing sun swung in in front of the Explorer, glowing brightly on the viewscreen, surrounded by a bevy of forest creatures, singing:



It’s not unusual to be loved by anyone

It’s not unusual to have fun with anyone

but when I see you hanging about with anyone

It’s not unusual to see me cry,

oh I wanna’ die



“With extreme prejudice,” Baxter said. “End this Tom Jones medley.”

“Quick! Before they do ‘Sex Bomb’!” Peterman cried, holding her hands over her ears.

J’hana blasted away with phasers at the nearby holoemitters, causing the sun and others to fizzle out of existence, like an old TV being turned off.

“Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh…sweet merciful death!” the sun screamed as it disappeared.

“Nobody speaks of any of this again,” Baxter said. “Madera, get us out of here. Make sure the Eradicator is behind us.” He looked askance at Richards. “Because apparently they’re on our side now.”

“Sir, we’re getting a hail from the Eradicator,” J’hana said. “Me…that is, the other J’hana says they’re going to stay behind. And, to complicate matters, the Secondprize-A is powering up and heading toward us, with orders to pursue. Apparently we’ve angered the dwarves.”

“Fine, we’ll deal with that little problem in a second. Put the other J’hana on screen. Madera, all stop.”

“Please, no…” Madera pleaded.

Baxter stared at her. “Do it. J’hana, on screen.”

The other J’hana stood on the bridge, flanked by Other-Keefler and Other-Jim-from-Astrometrics.

“Hey, it’s Jim from Astrometrics!” Browning called out.

“Who?” Peterman asked.

“We’ve polled the remainder of the crew,” Other-J’hana said resolutely. “We’re going to stay behind. Try to eradicate these imbeciles one at a time.”

“It’s noble, yet stupid. I like it,” J’hana concluded.

“We won’t leave you,” Baxter said. “There’s too many…”

“One person can change things,” Other-J’hana said. “Someone, deep in our past, was told that. And it’s as true now as it was then.”

“You’re talking about Spock, and he got his ass kicked, and was dethroned,” Hartley said. She glanced around at the surprised looks from the bridge crew. “What? I read occasionally.”

“Well, perhaps I can fare better,” Other-J’hana said. “I’ll hold off the Secondprize so you can escape. Good luck to you all. I wish you peace and prosperity.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “Okay. Um, thanks. Hartley, why don’t you transport our mirror Chris and Janice from the brig to the Eradicator. Let them deal with them.”

“Good idea,” Hartley said, and tapped at her controls.

Baxter glanced at the helm. “Madera, you know what to do…”

“FINALLY!” Madera growled, sending the Explorer surging through the hole in the doors and out of the Happy Fun Ball once and for all.

“Whew,” Peterman said, still hugging Steffie, and leaned her head on Baxter’s shoulder. “Guess that solves all that.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “Except we’re still in the Happy Universe.”

Everyone on the bridge stared at each other mutely.

“F***,” Richards said.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58114.6. It took some looking, but we were actually able to track down a friendly ship in the Happy Universe. By friendly, I mean on our side, not friendly as in happy. Ah, computer, what do you care. The point is…any port in a storm, and whatnot. So we’ve met up with said ship to turn over Happymaster Dillon, and my parents, with the hopes that they’ll be dealt with fairly and…no, on second thought, I don’t really care.

So all’s well. Except, well, unfortunately, the ship we met up with is the Explorer.

Frigging figures.



“You should really think about adding a third nacelle,” Andy- Wandy Baxter said, strolling down the corridor with Captain Baxter. “It did wonders for our engine efficiency.”

“That’s great, um, Andy-Wandy,” Baxter said. “But my engineer tells me it’s a stupid idea. Her words, not mine.”

“Suit yourself,” Andy-Wandy said with a polite shrug. “And thank you for getting my parents back to me. We can get them the help now that they deserve. I can’t tell you how I’ve missed them.”

Baxter cocked his head. “Really? Wow, this really is an alternate universe.”

“Don’t you love your parents?”

“Sure, but…” Baxter shifted uncomfortably, searching to change the subject. “Listen, Andy-Wandy, about the device…is it safe?”

“Sure. We’ve used it many times to…” Andy-Wandy suddenly pursed his lips. “I mean, our scientists are pretty sure it will work.”

“And you promise to destroy it once we’ve gotten back to our universe, to prevent any more incursions from your universe?”

Andy-Wandy bowed stiffly. “Of course.”

Baxter patted him on the shoulder. “You’re the best. And a fine looking man if I don’t say so myself.”

“Um, thanks.” Andy-Wandy gestured down the corridor. “Would you like to duck in on your alternate parents and say goodbye before you head back to your ship and we activate the device to get you back home?”

“Nope!” Baxter said quickly. “Where was the transporter room again?”



The Explorer rocked as it pitched through a cavernous rainbow- colored tunnel, and Baxter looked around the bridge (regular, not battle) at the crew surrounding him.

“Is it working?” he asked plaintively.

“Shields stable,” Hartley said. “Engines reacting normally.”

“Subspace field is narrowing…we’re nearing the opening!” Tilleran said.

“Steady, Madera, we’re almost through!” Baxter encouraged, patting the helm officer on the shoulder.

The Explorer pitched and bucked, as the colors on the screen gave way to pleasingly black space.

Peterman stepped toward the viewscreen, Steffie on her hip. “Well? Are we back?”

Everyone held their collective breaths as Tilleran tapped at her panel.

She finally looked up. “Yep!”

Sighs of relief came from all over the bridge.

Baxter waited for the subspace tunnel to close completely before clapping, looking at his crew. “Congratulations, everyone, on a job…done.”

“We need a shore leave,” Peterman whispered to him. “No. Three shore leaves.”

“Yeah,” Browning said, and glanced at Richards. “At least.”

“Well, the point is, everything’s copacetic again, right?” He glanced at Browning and Richards, then Tilleran and J’hana, and finally Peterman. “Right?”

The bridge was quiet, save for the beeping of panels.

“Right?”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We’re heading back to Seneca Six to place warning buoys around the laboratory site and complete our report on what exactly went wrong down there. I figure Starfleet will be spending lots of time in the coming months trying to puzzle out the answer to that question.

Once we’re done with that, we’ll deliver the revived scientists from the facility to the nearest Starbase so they can…do science things.

Meanwhile, the crew is settling down after a couple trying days. Nothing’s worse than meeting people who look exactly like the people you know so well, but act completely differently.

It’s damn disconcerting.



“Are you open?” Commander Richards asked in a soft voice as he stood in the doorway to Space Tastes.

Browning hopped up from behind the counter. “Chris You scared me!”

“I…was just checking to see if I could get some, uh, breakfast. Before my shift.”

“Sorry. I’m still a little jumpy from, well, everything.” Browning gave a small smile. “But, yeah, I’m open for business. What do you want?”

“Eggs. Lots of ketchup,” he said, and sat at a nearby table, setting his padd down on the table.

“Hah,” Browning chuckled. “I should have guessed. Coffee?”

“Please.”

After banging around in the kitchen a few minutes, Browning returned with a plate of eggs and a steaming cup of coffee, and sat down beside him as he began to eat.

“So what really brought you here?” she asked.

“The staggering sense that I was being an idiot,” Richards said between chews.

“About which part?” Browning asked, wrinkling her nose.

“Well, the parts where I was avoiding you, mostly.”

“No argument there,” Browning said. “I mean, we’re crewmates. We should be able to coexist on the ship.”

“No question there,” Richards said. “You know, I read somewhere that the post-relationship relationship is actually just as tough as the relationship itself.”

“There’s a post-relationship relationship?” Browning asked.

“Apparently, and we’re knee deep in it.”

“I never realized.” Browning straightened. “Well, then, I guess we’ll have to work on that.”

“Yeah, guess we’ll have to.” Richards shook his head. “Not to bring up a sore subject, but what did Kelly and Andy say when you told them about me and J’hana? I can only guess it wasn’t good…”

“I didn’t tell them,” Browning said and stood. “I figured you’d tell them when and if you felt like it, right?”

“Yeah…” Richards said with mild surprise.

“It’s really none of my business. If it makes you happy, then I’m glad.”

“Thanks.”

“Well, I’ve got to go back to the kitchen and fill up a few more trays of breakfast bake. Enjoy your breakfast, Chris.”

Richards looked at her askance. “Christopher.”

“Christopher,” Browning said with a small grin, and headed back to the kitchen.



THE END.



NEXT:



When an engineering accident accidentally…incapacitates…the third grade teacher, Lt. Commander Hartley is forced to temporarily take over. Will guilt over the accident force Hartley permanently into a life of teaching, or will the students prove so annoying that she’s forced to give them an accident of their own? With Lt. Commander Hartley, one can never be certain.




The Ballistic Substitute



Lt. Commander Megan Hartley spun her tennis racket on her index finger as she strolled down the Explorer corridor toward the holodeck.

“Busy?” a voice called out, causing Hartley to nearly drop her racket.

She let the racket fall into her hands and spun, to find Plato standing right behind her.

“Plato!” she exclaimed. “Where’d you come from…I mean…hi, how are you?”

“Fine,” Plato said, picking up step next to the Engineer. “Just heading toward the gym. You?”

“Holodeck.”

“You don’t like the tennis courts in the gym?”

“They’re not real tennis courts. They have antigrav sensors.”

“Well, a holographic tennis court is also not real.”

“But it feels real.” Hartley sighed. “There’s something about the smell of grass, the warmth of the sun, the scrape of your shins as you fall down on asphalt.”

“That’s…nice…” Plato said, and glanced down at Hartley’s white tennis skirt. “You have… nice shins.”

“Thanks…” Hartley said, squirming a bit as she picked up her step toward the holodeck.

“I’m heading to Aikido.”

“That’s nice. Who’d they get to replace Chaka as the instructor, anyway?”

“Well, Zordock the Bold from Mirk’s bar was doing it for a while. But the multiple arms were screwing everyone up.”

“Zordock the Bold means well,” Hartley said.

“Not to worry, though. Chaka’s back today!”

Hartley blinked. “Already?”

“Yup. I guess Counselor Peterman feels like he’s not murderous anymore.”

“Hmm. And teaching fighting styles should really help him control those killer instincts,” Hartley muttered. “Couldn’t we get him a job knitting or something?”

“He teaches knitting on Wednesdays,” Plato said. “Anyways, I’m off to class. It should be fun. We’re having an exhibition next week if you, you know, want to come…”

Hartley nodded briskly. “I’ll try.”

“Great,” Plato said with a grin, and leaned toward Hartley, giving her a tight hug.

“Yes, well…have fun…” Hartley said, stiffly patting Plato’s back, and waving weakly as he jogged off. “Well, that was…”

“Commander Hartley! Just who I was looking for!” a voice called out from the other end of the corridor, and Hartley winced. Was she ever going to get to play tennis?

She turned, cocking her head as a squat, roundish, late-middle-aged woman with a hive of jet-black hair scurried down the hallway toward her.

“Do I know you?” she asked quizzically.

The woman made an expansive gesture. “Please! We sat next to each other at the anger management workshop last week. Remember me? I’m the woman who punches books!”

“Oh. Right,” Hartley said, letting her racket droop to the ground. “Ms. Abernathy! How are your fourth graders?”

Abernathy threw up her hands. “Please, Commander, call me Jean! Let me tell you something, they’re a challenge. Just when you think you’ve got them figured out, they do something…” she laughed a high- pitched, nervous laugh. “Something that makes you just want to…” Her gaze moved off to the distance, and her eyes dilated a little. She shook her head. “Whoops, guess I had a little daydream!”

“That’s great,” Hartley said. “Wish I could stay and talk, but I’m heading off to play tennis…”

“That sounds like great fun. I’m off to run my Yoga program. The anger management counselor told me that it helps prevent excessive mood swings.”

“Well, you’re on the wrong deck. There’s only one holodeck here, I’ve got it reserved for tennis.”

“Oooh,” Abernathy said. “But I’m certain I reserved Holodeck Two.”

Hartley grimaced. “I’m in Holodeck Two.”

“Computer,” Abernathy said. “Who has Holodeck Two reserved this afternoon?”

“Abernathy, Jean,” the computer replied.

“But I had Mirk make the…” Hartley thought a moment. “Hartley to Mirk…”

“Yes, dear?” came the Maloxian’s voice.

“Did you reserve Holodeck Two for me like I asked?”

“Not yet. Why?”

“Because I’m going to play tennis there right now.”

“Oh,” Mirk said. “So by today you meant…”

Hartley felt her cheeks flush. “This day. To-day.”

“Whoops. Sorry. I guess I got distracted. We’re having a wet pants contest tonight.”

“Isn’t that supposed to be wet t-shirt?” Hartley asked.

“What’s the fun in wearing a wet t-shirt?” Mirk asked.

Hartley shook her head. “Nevermind. Thanks for nothing. Hartley out.” She glanced at Abernathy. “Dammit. And I was really looking forward to playing today. I put on my little skirt and everything…”

Abernathy looked thoughtful, then her eyes brightened. “Oooh, I have a great idea!”

“What,” Hartley said skeptically.

“I’ll give you the holodeck today, if you do me a teensy favor tomorrow…”

Hartley narrowed her eyes at the woman. “How…teensy?”



“Look at them,” Hartley said, peering out the observation window in her office as the parade of fourth graders marched into Main Engineering, passing the master systems display and heading toward the warp core. “They’re just itching to push the wrong button. Pull out the dilithium chamber and misalign it, yank an ODN cable…”

“Relax,” Mirk said, slipping an arm around his wife’s waist. “They’re just kids. They’re not going to hurt anything.”

Hartley folded her arms. “Humph.”

“How many times do I have to say I’m sorry?”

“One million,” Hartley said. “Better get started. Omnipotent or not, that’ll take you a while.”

Mirk gave Hartley a little squeeze. “You’re so cute when your hateful.”

Hartley glared over her shoulder. “This is not funny. I’m feeling violated. All those little hands and feet all over my engine room. Marching in here like they own the place.”

“Feet?”

“You never know!”

“You’re doing a nice thing,” Mirk said. “You’re giving the kids on the ship a genuine experience they’ll never forget.”

“Actually, I think they’d prefer the wet pants contest,” Hartley said with a smirk.

“That may be difficult to arrange,” Mirk said thoughtfully.

“It was worth it though. I blew off a lot of steam on that tennis court yesterday.”

“You blew off even more steam last night,” Mirk said wistfully.

“Don’t remind me. I’ve still got a pulled hamstring…” Hartley winced, shifting on her feet.

“Well, bad hamstring notwithstanding, you should go out there,” Mirk said. “Talk to them. Show them around.”

“Stuart’s doing a good enough job.”

“But you’re the Chief! You’re the boss. They’d get a kick out of seeing you, and getting to ask you questions and whatnot.”

“And what would I get out of it?”

“The satisfaction that you made their day.”

Hartley thought about it. “Hmmm. Nahhhh…”

“C’mon,” Mirk said. “You’ll enjoy it once you start talking to them.”

“No.”

“Megan…”

“No!”

Mirk smiled, then glanced at the door to Hartley’s office. It suddenly slid open, and Hartley found herself floating outside of it.

She dangled midair for a few moments, glaring daggers at Mirk. “Mirk Hartley, you f***ing…”

She turned and looked at the gaggle of fourth graders, huddled around the Master Systems Display, staring at her.

“…f***ing friend of mine!” Hartley said, her expression softening, as she touched gently down to the ground. She leaned against the Master Systems Display and surveyed the group. “Well…kids. What do you want to know?”

“What’s plasma?” a voice asked from the back.

Hartley tiptoed to see who the youngster was.

Jean Abernathy stood at the back of the group, and nudged the little boy toward the front. “He’s Percy Felker,” Abernathy explained. “Age four. He’s in the accelerated program.”

“Really accelerated,” Hartley mumbled. “Well, Percy…you see…plasma is…”

“Can I sit on that?” Percy asked, scuttling up toward Hartley and pointing toward the Master Display.

“No. That’s the Master Display. It’s not a place to sit.”

“Please?” Percy asked again, his lip trembling.

Mirk stood behind the window in Hartley’s office and waved her on. “C’mon…” he mouthed.

“I’m going to disembowel you,” Hartley mouthed back, and lifted Percy up onto the Master Display.

“Oooh…high!” Percy said. “So what’s the ratio of plasma transference to deuterium expenditure?”

“Well, now Percy, that’s a difficult calculation that requires many…” Hartley glanced down at the display. That was funny. There was an energy buildup in the aft power conduit. She pushed Percy aside and began tapping at the panel. “Ensign Stuart! Go to the aft power conduit and see if you can…”

The energy readings suddenly spiked, and Hartley looked across engineering to see one of the conduits leading into the warp core glow bright white. A pulse of energy traveled out along the conduit, up along the junction in the ceiling, and down into a bank of panels near Hartley and the class.

“Kids! Move behind me!” Hartley shouted, waving the kids behind her. “Get back!”

The kids moved fast, huddling behind Hartley.

Ms. Abernathy, however, didn’t move as fast. She had barely begun to trundle across the room when the bulkhead next to her exploded, sending off a shower of sparks and licking plasma flames and tossing her across the compartment and into the opposite bulkhead.

Hartley slapped her combadge, even as Mirk rushed out. “Hartley to Bridge. Damage control teams and medical team to engineering. On the double!” She glanced back at the crying children as Mirk emerged from her office and knelt by them, checking them over. “Well, tour’s over, I guess…”



Hartley paced outside the operating room in Sickbay, glancing again at the chronometer on the wall.

“Holly’s only been in there for an hour,” Mirk said. “I’m sure she’s fine.”

“Yeah. Well she called two more people in a few minutes ago. It’s never good when they call more people in,” Hartley said, blowing out an exasperated breath.

“Maybe she wants the extra people to…congratulate her on a job well done?”

“You’re not helping.” Hartley spun on a heel. “As a matter of fact, why is it that you were somehow able to conjure up your powers to force me to speak to a bunch of fourth graders, but you weren’t able to save the fourth grade teacher from a life-threatening explosion!”

“My powers are…selective. What can I say?”

Hartley sighed, and finally sat down in a nearby chair, slapping her hands on her knees. “I don’t know.”

The doors to Sickbay opened and Hartley glanced up, to see Captain Andy Baxter and Commander Chris Richards walk briskly in.

“What’s the verdict?” Baxter asked.

“We don’t know anything yet,” Hartley said. “Holly’s been in there over an hour.”

“That’s not good,” Richards said.

“Don’t say that,” Baxter said. “I’m not losing another teacher.”

“The last one wasn’t our fault,” Richards said in a low voice. “The airlock was malfunctioning.”

“Yeah, well, Starfleet Internal Affairs will be sniffing around this one, you can bet on that,” Baxter said, staring at the door to the O.R. “What on Earth happened, anyway?”

“An overload in the aft ODN junction,” Hartley said. “I still don’t understand. We tested it yesterday, and it was fine.”

“Things sometimes go wrong on a Starship,” Richards said, putting a comforting hand on Baxter’s shoulder. “It happens, even if we can’t explain it with technology, or, you know, words….”

“How did you become a chief engineer again, Chris?” Baxter asked.

“If you’re going to take that attitude, I won’t even bother trying to console you,” Richards harrumphed, turning away from Baxter.

“Chris, don’t be like that!”

Just then, the doors to the O.R. opened, and Holly walked out, looking exhausted in her red smock and matching headdress. She looked at Richards, Baxter, Mirk, and Hartley. “Well, ladies and gentleman, we have a coma.”

“Coma!” Hartley snapped. “How’s she going to teach fourth grade like that?”

Holly shrugged. “She’s not. At least not until she wakes up.”

“Well that’s just great,” Baxter said. “Do we know anyone else around here who can teach fourth grade?”

“I’ll start asking around,” Richards said. “Maybe I’ll form a search committee!”

“Well do something quick,” Baxter said. “My wife’s down there with them right now, and we can’t leave her with them for long.”

“Why not?” Richards asked.

“Children have a way of kinda…hating her.”

Hartley watched the exchange between Baxter and Richards for a moment, then turned and headed out of Sickbay.

“Where are you going?” Mirk asked.

“Somebody ought to tell the kids what’s going on,” Hartley said. “And it might as well be me. This is all my fault anyway.”

“No it’s not,” Richards called after her.

“It kind of is!” Baxter called after her



“Stop pulling my hair,” Peterman said with a grimace, as V’xxnvar, the uncontested terror of the fourth grade, grabbed a handful of her hair and dragged her head back, digging into the back of the chair with both feet. “I said stop it!” she snapped, whirling and smacking at the Andorian’s hands.

“You’ve touched me!” V’xxnvar exclaimed, recoiling. “When my parents find out, you’ll be flayed alive, just like my babysitter!”

If anyone ever needed a Jem’Hadar babysitter, Peterman thought with a grimace. “I’ll be happy to have a parent-teacher conference, at a mutually convenient time. Until then, let’s get back to story time!”

“I hate story time,” Jermaine Babcock said, pounding on his desk. “Story time sucks!”

“Story time does not suck!” Peterman snapped. “‘The Adventures of Slovok the Mischievous’ is one of the all-time best young adult stories on the market!”

“How old are you?” Kaitlynn Ridley said, twisting her red ponytails as she sat at her desk.

“Old enough to know better, but young enough to…darn, I forget how the rest of that goes…” Peterman said thoughtfully, as she felt a lump of clay collide with the back of her head. “V’xxnvar!!” she shouted, turning.

“Bring back Miss Abernathy! She let us do whatever we wanted to do!”

“Miss Abernathy is…sleeping right now…” Peterman stammered, turning and chasing V’xnnvar across the room. “Come back here! Give me back that lump of clay!”

“Dean wanna ham sandwich!” Dean Wilcox announced proudly to everyone.

“Why are you teaching us?” Percy Felker asked.

“Because I’m all you’ve got right now,” Peterman said, and paused, putting her hands on her knees and trying to catch her breath. “Kids, I’m sorry. This isn’t your fault. You’ve all been through a terrible trauma. You’ve lost one teacher after another, due to…accidents, mishaps, job offers, and…an unfortunate encounter with a black hole. You’ve been unlucky. And, of course, you don’t understand now, but you’re imprinting your anger at losing your teachers so often onto the nearest convenient person, which just happens to be me. I’m not angry at you, kids. As Ship’s Counselor, I understand the reasons why you’re acting out the way you are. I want to help you to…”

THWAP!

A padd slammed into the side of Peterman’s head and she grabbed it. “GRRRR! This is the book I was supposed to read to you!” She waved it around. “V’xxnvar! You little whippet! Get back here and take your seat before I call J’hana down here to show you a thing or two about Andorian discipline!”

“Andorians don’t discipline their kids. We celebrate chaos! Just ask my twin sister, V’xxnvar, who went on a killing spree on your pathetic ship just last year!” V’xxnvar replied, climbing on top of his desk and flinging his little canisters of finger paint at Peterman. One of the canisters hit her shoulder and busted, coating her arm in red paint.

“Lovely,” Peterman muttered, as the door opened and Megan Hartley wandered in. “Next time you talk to you twin sister, tell her I hope she’s enjoying the penal colony.”

“Is this…” Hartley looked around, taking in the damages. “Ah, yep. Guess I’m in the right place.”

“Megan…” Peterman said, straightening her hair and trying to appear casual. “What are you doing here?”

“I came down to talk to the students. To tell them about what’s going on with their teacher.”

“I don’t know that you want to do that right now,” Peterman said. “They’re in a very vulnerable place. I’m not sure what that kind of news would do to their little psyches.”

“They can handle it,” Hartley said. “They deserve to know the truth, anyway.”

Peterman stripped off her uniform jacket and balled it up, glaring at V’xxnvar. “I’m not sure you’re qualified to handle these particular students, Commander.”

“Yeah,” Hartley said, putting her hands on her hips. “It looks like you’ve got things well in hand here.”

“They’re a…difficult group,” Peterman said. “Trust me, be glad that it’s not your job to reach out to these kids in their time of need.”

“You’re saying I couldn’t teach these kids if I wanted to?” Hartley asked.

“Well, dealing with people isn’t really your strong suit.”

“I happen to be GREAT with people,” Hartley said in a low voice. “Young and old. I grew up in a family of five. How hard can it be?”

Peterman looked at Hartley a moment. “You’re serious. You want to teach these kids?”

Hartley took a look back at the chaotic classroom. V’xxnvar was pouring paste into Kaitlynn’s hair. Jermaine and Percy were having a slap fight. Brea was hiding under her desk. Dean was covering his face with modeling clay.

“Yeah,” Hartley said. “I want to do it.”

“Fine,” Peterman said, backing warily toward the door. “But come to me when things get out of hand, okay?”

“You mean IF things get out of hand?”

“Yeah, we’ll see,” Peterman said, and turned, heading out of the classroom.

“Okay, then,” Hartley said, slapping her hands together, looking around the classroom. “Let’s start learning, people. Why don’t we start by talking about concussions. Can anyone tell me what a severe concussion is?”

“Yes!” Dean said, rubbing the clay all over his face.

“Your breath?” V’xxnvar asked, standing on top of his desk.

Hartley glanced at the Andorian child, cocking her head quizzically, studying the boy as she walked toward him. “Were you talking to me?”

“Yeah,” V’xxnvar said, folding his arms. “What of it, human?”

“Just curious,” Hartley said. “I wanted to make sure I heard you right.”

“You can’t hurt me. My parents will kill you if you do!”

“Oh, I know S’veth and Shivar well,” Hartley said. “Shivar works the night shift in the engine room, and does a fine job. She makes your daddy very proud, I’m sure. Your daddy who stays home and does nothing all day. Why is that, V’xxnvar?”

“He was injured in battle.”

“Four years ago. Yet he seems fine now.”

“It’s a slow recovery process. He had multiple…knee injuries.”

“He raced in the starship marathon last month.”

“His back was…somewhat injured.”

“Your dad’s a dishonor to the hive, and so are you,” Hartley said. “Just look at your antennae…woefully stubby.”

“Dad says they’ll grow out…” V’xxnvar said, cupping his hands over the antennae and slipping down behind his desk.

“Sounds like wishful thinking to me.” Hartley leaned forward and put her palms on the desk. “How about this, shorty. You sit there and be quiet, and learn, or I’ll drag you home to your mother in disgrace, so she can have TWO dishonored family members. How do you think she’d handle that?”

“Not well,” V’xxnvar gulped.

“I didn’t think so. You got anything else to say to me?”

“Not right now,” he said quickly.

“Good.” Hartley glanced around at the other children. “Now then, kiddos, let’s learn!”



THREE DAYS LATER



Commander Richards leaned back in the chair opposite Baxter’s desk and sighed. “And although Trielis says it’s Geiger’s fault, you can’t help but think that it’s actually Jim from Xenobotonay that started….”

“Is there another Jim?” Baxter asked. “Or did Jim from Astrometrics move to Xenobotany?”

“He moved. But another Jim came aboard at the last starbase, and he works in Astrometrics now.”

“But we can’t call him Jim from Astrometrics, because Jim from Astrometrics now works in…”

“Xenobotany.”

“So what do we call him?”

“By his last name, I guess.”

“Ah,” Baxter said. “Any idea what that is?”

Richards shifted in his chair. “I’ll get someone on that immediately.”

“Good,” Baxter said. “Anything else?”

“I’ve been putting this off,” Richards said. “But Starfleet Intelligence reports that an unknown, ‘advanced’ Federation Starship was spotted in the Delathea system, delivering supplies to a planet that had just experienced a catastrophic earthquake.”

“Idlewild?” Baxter asked.

“No confirmation, but then again, it’s Starfleet Intel, so we can’t expect them to be forthcoming.” Richards shrugged. “But I’d say yeah, it’s Ficker.”

“Did they blow him up?”

“Did you miss the part about him helping people?”

“I don’t care. He still needs to be blown up,” Baxter said. “He’s a bad example for losers like us everywhere.”

“Speak for yourself.”

Baxter rubbed his eyes. “Please change the subject, before I smash something.”

“Okay…” Richards glanced down at his padd. “The warp field variance is still a tad off. Quantum shear is causing an unusual amount of stress on the hull plating.”

“Have you talked to Commander Hartley about it?”

“She’s not been very responsive to my messages.”

“Well, let’s get her on top of that,” Baxter said. “We don’t want a hull plate…shearing off, or whatever.”

“It would actually be more like a crumbling effect…”

“Baxter to Hartley.”

No response.

“Baxter to Hartley.”

Still nothing.

Captain Baxter leaned forward, folding his hands on top of his desk. “Baxter to Main Engineering.”

“Main Engineering. Stuart here. Yes, I’m finally in charge. How can I help you?”

“Ensign Stuart?” Baxter asked.

“Yes, sir? Am I finally getting that promotion I’ve been asking about?”

Baxter looked up at Richards, who shook his head. “No. But where’s Commander Hartley? I need to speak with her.”

“She’s…otherwise occupied.”

“Doing what?”

“Didn’t you know?”

Baxter sighed. “I asked for a reason, Ensign. Where’s Hartley?”



“And that’s how a warp field works,” Lt. Commander Hartley said, pointing to the rotating graphic on the screen. “Can anyone tell me how many generators it takes to create a warp field on a galaxy class starship?”

In the back row, Dean Wilcox raised his hand.

“Um, yes, Dean?”

“Yellow?”

“No, but…that was a great guess. Good job.”

“Dean go bathroom now?”

Hartley sighed. “Sure.”

As Dean ducked to the back of the room and into the smaller, child-sized bathroom, she wondered whether it was just a formality that Dean was permitted to pass from one grade to the next. She also wondered what he was doing in the classroom to begin with, but Doctor Wilcox seemed to believe he enjoyed the arts and crafts.

The doors to the classroom suddenly beeped, and Hartley glanced at them. “Come.”

The doors opened to reveal Richards and Baxter.

“What’s going on in here?” Baxter asked.

“Just teaching the tykes about warp core physics, Captain,” Hartley said. “Didn’t your wife tell you? I’m taking over Jean Abernathy’s class for a few days until she wakes up.”

“I’ve been hearing it’ll be more like a few months,” Richards blurted, then glanced back at the shocked children. “Oh. Sorry. Don’t worry about it, your teacher will be fine. Really.”

Baxter glared at Richards, then looked back at Hartley. “Well, while you’re trying to teach warp physics, our actual warp engines are acting all…widgety. They need your tender care.”

“That’s nice of you to say, Captain. But I’ve got a job to do here. These kids need me.”

“No we don’t!” V’xxnvar spoke up.

Hartley turned a deadly glare on the Andorian. “What did you say, Mister?”

V’xxnvar recoiled a bit, and scooted backward in his desk chair. “N-nothing, Commander Hartley.”

“Good. Are you ready to proceed with our lesson?”

The faces around the classroom all looked back appreciatively at Hartley. “Yes, ma’am,” they said in unison.

Baxter looked at Richards, then out at the classroom. He shook his head in disbelief. “Are you…sure this is Abernathy’s class?” he asked softly. “Kelly came home the other day with a black eye…”

Hartley nodded. “Yep. They just needed a firm hand, Captain. I know what I’m doing.”

“Well…fine, then,” Baxter said. “Carry on.”

As Baxter walked out of the classroom, Richards followed him. “Is that it? What are we going to do about the warp engines?”

Baxter shrugged. “You used to be an engineer, right? Deal with it. Those kids obviously respect Hartley a great deal, and they’ve been through a lot this week. Let’s just see how things go.”

“But…I had a date this afternoon,” Richards muttered.

“Really?” Baxter asked. “With who?”

“Nobody you’d know.” He grunted. “Well, I guess I’m off to Engineering!”

“Have fun!” Baxter waved.



“Another Bolian fizz, barkeep, and keep them coming,” Plato said sullenly, leaning against the bar as Mirk turned to the replicator and filled his order.

“That’s your fifth non-alcoholic beverage today,” Mirk said, sliding the glass in front of him. “Anything particular troubling you today, Plato?”

Plato shrugged and sipped his drink, savoring the tickle of the fizz as it made its way down his throat. “I don’t know. I guess what happened to Ms. Abernathy made me think back about going to school, and I got a little depressed.”

“I can understand that. Back on Malox, we didn’t have teachers, or classrooms. We had to teach each other. Actually, our parents weren’t much help either. We ended up building fires on the beach and grilling out a lot. It was a lot of fun.”

“That’s great,” Plato said, “but how does that help me?”

Mirk thought about that. “Guess it doesn’t. But wouldn’t you be bored in Fourth Grade? I mean, hasn’t your intelligence progressed more to a high school level?”

“Collegiate, but yeah,” Plato said. “Still, I feel bad about Ms. Abernathy.”

“Did you actually have her as a teacher? I thought she started like five months after you stopped attending class.”

“I heard good things about her!” Plato said. “And now I want to help.”

“Well, Megan is teaching the class right now. Maybe she could use a teacher’s aide.”

“Yes!” Plato said. “That’s a thought. Glad you suggested it!” Plato looked askance at Mirk. “I mean…um, Megan’s teaching that class? I had no idea. How, er, surprising…”

“Really? I thought it was all over the ship by now. She’s got them whipped right into shape. Well, I don’t think she’s actually whipping them. But I wouldn’t put anything past her…”

“Beer, Mirk, and now!” Hartley called out, stepping into the Constellation Club with a herd of Fourth Graders behind her. “And all the Gorn Ade these kids can stand!”

Plato watched the small children move up to a nearby table. Two of them pulled out a chair for Hartley, another grabbed a napkin and dusted it off, regally gesturing for her to sit.

“Thank you, Schynopticus. You’re a lovely boy for doing that.”

The Corvarian snarffed in response, waving his trunk and moving to sit down.

V’xxnvar and Jermaine flanked her. “Can we get you anything to eat, Mrs. Hartley?”

“Not right now. Just take a seat. Look at a menu. Relax, you’ve done well today, you’ve earned some down time.”

Mirk ducked out from behind the bar and headed over, while Plato watched plaintively from his bar stool.

“Megan, what…what are you doing here with a bunch of fourth graders?”

“Giving them a much-deserved afternoon off,” Hartley said. “They need to get out of that stuffy classroom and enjoy life. Did you know they got in the high-nineties on their WAT?”

“What’s a WAT?”

“Weekly Aptitude Test,” Hartley said, as Kaitlynn stooped to rub her shoulders. “Ouch. Just a little lower. Great, Katilynn. Good stuff. Anyway, Mirkles, the WAT is the best measurement of a child’s performance, and their performance right now is through the roof. Do you know what they were scoring under Abernathy’s watch? Like ten percent LESS than what they’re scoring now.”

“That’s…wonderful. But don’t you think this…” Mirk looked around the club. “Is sort of wrong? I mean…this is a drinking establishment.”

“Don’t mind me, Mirk, I’ll just get my refill!” Plato called out, hopping behind the bar.

Hartley shifted her gaze to him. “You were saying?”

“That’s different! Plato’s like a teenager. These kids are…whatever age fourth graders are!”

“Settle down,” Hartley cooed. “I’m just applying the same management style to these kids that I do to my engineering staff. I ride them hard, then I reward them.”

“That’s your management style? I thought you were only like that with me,” Mirk said, rubbing his chin.

“Stop worrying. I’m in full control of what’s going on here.” Hartley glanced around. “Isn’t that right, Percy. Percy? Wait a minute, where’d that little scamp go?”

“Lost one?” Mirk asked.

“Shush,” Hartley said. “V’xxnvar, Shynopticus, fan out and use your fancy alien senses. Find me my fourth grader!”

“All under control,” Mirk muttered, and headed back to the bar. “Now then, Plato, why don’t we…” He looked around. “Plato?”



Lt. Commander J’hana sat rigidly at her desk, tapping her latest security report into a padd. “Slapped. Yes. Bruised twice. Mangled while attempting escape. Due force, my fhlarz.”

The door to her office beeped, and she looked up in annoyance. “What?”

The doors opened, and Hartley stepped in. “Hi, J’hana,” she said neutrally. “Mind if we chat a bit?”

“I’m very busy,” J’hana growled, and glanced back down at her padd.

“It won’t take long. Just wanted to catch up. You know, on stuff.”

“Yes. Well, I had dinner with Shivar and S’veth last night. They were quite impressed with the way you’re handling their child. V’xxnvar lives in constant fear of you. They didn’t realize a human could be so ruthless.”

“I get that a lot.”

“We’d have discussed the matter more, but then Mishtak began and I had to best them both in battle.” J’hana glanced off in space and thought about that a moment. “It was glorious,” she said flatly, and went back to her padd.

“Glad to hear it,” Hartley said, and sat opposite J’hana. “So…hypothetically speaking…I was wondering what your thoughts were on…well, how would you go about tracking down a small child if they got loose on the ship?”

J’hana glanced up. “Hypothetically?”

“Yes. Totally hypothetically.”

“I suppose I would go to Counselor Peterman and admit to her that I’m the inferior teacher, and return to my post in Engineering immediately.”

“I said it was hypothetical!”

J’hana shifted her padd aside and stared at Hartley. “It’s been my experience that when humans say that, they are always lying.”

Hartley gulped. “Well, I am. I lost one of the kids today. Percy Felker.”

“I see. Have you alerted his parents?”

“No. I was sort of hoping I could find him before I did that.”

“Children of that age don’t wear combadges,” J’hana said, picking up her padd and starting a new report. “Although I’ve suggested to the Captain on more than one occasion that we change that practice. He feels it’s an invasion of privacy.”

“We’ll see if he feels that way when Steffie starts school.”

“Be that as it may, a small child is somewhat difficult to track on a ship this size without some kind of tracking device.”

“Can you do something? Anything?”

“Certainly,” J’hana said. “I will locate your missing child.” She turned in her chair to face Hartley. “If you promise me you’ll go back to Engineering as soon as possible.”

“Why do you care?”

“Commander Richards had to pull a double shift today to cover for you in Engineering, since you were otherwise occupied overseeing the Fourth Grade class.”

“So?”

“So, it required him to cancel his afternoon activities.”

“So?”

J’hana stiffened. “So nothing. Nevermind. I’ll find the child. Just leave me now.”

“Right. Sure thing, J’hana. And thanks!”

“Do not mention it,” J’hana growled.



“She’s a lady…whoa whoa she’s a laaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaady…” Plato muttered drunkenly, bringing the whiskey bottle once again to his lips and nursing it as he laid in a bed of azaleas in the rear of the ship’s arboretum.

“Is somebody back there?” a voice called out.

“No!” Plato called back. “Go ’way!”

A shaded figure emerged from the underbrush, and then another. It was Cadet Natheena Sparks, accompanied by Lt. Howard Sefelt.

Plato quickly scrambled under the bush, turning himself green and forcing several leaves buds to pop out along his back and arms. In all the confusion, and do to the fact that he’d consumed a large amount of alcohol, one of the blooms on his back produced a shiny red high-heeled shoe.

“You just sprouted a shoe, Plato,” Sparks giggled.

Plato sighed and stumbled to his feet, shaking off the transformation and changing his skin back to its normal tone. “Cadet Sparks,” he said, bowing. “How nice to see you here. Mister Sheffield….Slept…Shelf…ooh, I could turn into a shelf!”

“Sefelt,” the Lieutenant said skeptically, backing toward the underbrush.

Sparks looked back at him. “Let me guess. You’re afraid of shapeshifters.”

“We prefer to be called chaingangs,” Plato slurred, and fell to the ground in a fit of laughter. “Chainmail!”

“I’m deathly afraid of Changelings,” Sefelt said. “And public drunkenness. So if you’ll excuse me, I’ll just wait on the other side of the arboretum.”

“Fine,” Sparks sighed, and watched as Sefelt scuttled off. “Odd fellow.”

“Go ’way,” Plato said, curling into a ball amid the leaves.

Sparks turned to him and eyed him quizzically. “Do you mind me asking what’s going on with you?”

“No, I don’t mind you asking, and no, I won’t tell!” Plato said, shifting upward and bracing himself, shaking his head dizzily. “Who are you again?”

Sparks shook her head. “What are you doing drinking? Your mom would kill you if she knew!”

“And you’ll never tell!” Plato said, shaking his fist at Sparks. “Right?”

Sparks backed off, holding up her hands. “Hey, this is your business, not mine. Sorry to intrude. Go back to…impersonating a bush, or whatever you’re doing.”

“Wait!” Plato said, standing up uneasily, waving his arms so as not to fall. “Don’t go away so quick. You’re blurring.”

Sparks turned back to face him. “What’s going on, Plato?”

“Oh, you know, Fourth Grade.”

Sparks cocked her head. “What about Fourth Grade?”

“I’m not there anymore. And SHE is.” He rolled his eyes. “Oh how I love her.”

“You’re in love with a Fourth Grader?”

“Not the graders! The teacher!”

“Ms. Abernathy?”

“No. The teacher now!” Plato said, leaning against a tree. “Commander Hartley!”

“Hartley?” Sparks shivered. “Plato, isn’t she sort of…abrasive?”

“I love it.”

“And married?”

“Well, yes. Naturally.”

“And like thirty years older than you?”

“Numbers are just…numbers. Anyway, tomorrow I’m gonna be her teacher’s aide. She doesn’t know it yet, but I’m gonna help her teach her class. And then she’ll LOVE me!” Plato fell back to the ground in a fit of giggles.

“C’mon, Plato. You need to sober up. Howie and I were just going for coffee. Why don’t you come with us?”

“I’d just be a sixth wheel. I don’t want to get in the way…”

“Well, suit yours…”

“Could I get hot chocolate?” Plato’s eyes widened.

Sparks smiled. “Sure.” She took Plato’s hand. “Let’s go. Leave the bottle…”

Several minutes later, Counselor Peterman walked through the clearing, tugged by her pomeranians, Boomer and Starbuck, on their evening “walkies.” She nearly tripped on a half-empty bottle of Frenalian whiskey. She stooped and picked it up, studying the label. “Hmm.” She tucked it under her arm. “Waste not, want not, right boys? Now let’s shake loose some poopies!”



“Which is why, Mister and Mrs. Felker, I have asked Percy to stay the night with me. To observe him in his natural habitat.”

“Aren’t his quarters his natural habitat?” Bernice Felker asked, staring uncomfortably at her husband, Hank.

“Yes, well that may be,” Hartley said, shifting positions on the Felker’s unusually comfortable couch. “But I’m really taken by the little lad. And he’s struggling. Which means I think he needs some extra time with teacher. Know what I mean?”

“Aren’t you the ship’s mechanic?” Bernice asked.

“Chief Engineer,” Hartley said, bristling. “Regardless, I”m taking over for Ms. Abernathy while she’s…comatose.”

“I suppose…if you believe it’s best…” Hank said, eying Hartley skeptically.

“Can we at least talk to our boy?” Bernice asked. “Bring him some necessities?”

“Not such a good idea,” Hartley said, standing. “For this to work, we need it to be a clean break. I’m sure you understand.”

“We really don’t,” Bernice said.

“Well, that’s to be expected.” Hartley backed toward the door. “I’ll update you as soon as I feel it’s….appropriate.”

“This is only for one night, right?” Hank asked.

“I hope to God that it is,” Hartley said, and ducked out of the Felkers’ cabin.

“Whew. Glad that’s done. Hartley to J’hana. Tell me you have good news.”

“I do, in fact,” J’hana’s voice came over the comm. “I found Counselor Peterman’s missing marmoset.”

“I MEAN ABOUT THE BOY!” Hartley snapped. A few crewmembers passing in the corridor glared at her, and she glared right back. “Mind your own business, people!”

“Oh,” J’hana said. “No. I haven’t found the child. But I have some promising leads.”

“You’re not interrogating people, are you?”

“Not yet. But I have a list…do you remember if the Captain is susceptible to close contact with open flames?”

“You can’t interrogate people! Nobody can know about this besides you and me!”

“Oh. Well, that makes things a hair more difficult. I’ll get back to you soon.”

“Fine,” Hartley said, and tapped the channel closed. She shook her head in annoyance as she walked down the corridor to return to her quarters and strategize. She stopped momentarily as she passed the window to the Deck Six coffee shop. Within, Cadet Sparks and Lt. Sefelt were having coffee, and Plato was passed out on the table across from them. Not surprisingly, Sefelt was hiding behind an upraised food tray, trembling as he sipped from his cup and cautiously watching the semi- conscious semi-changeling.

When Hartley walked by, Plato glanced up, grinned toothily ,then slammed his head back down on the table.

Sparks waved innocently, forcing a smile. Sefelt dove under the table.

Hartley shrugged and headed back to her cabin.



The classroom doors opened to reveal Jean Abernathy, poring over the padds on her desk. “AHHH!” Hartley shrieked, standing in the doorway.

“Oh, hello!” Abernathy waved, her eyes looking a bit unfocused. “Would you believe it? A coma of all things!”

“I’m…sorry…” Hartley said, although she could have sworn that she told Holly to notify her if there was any change in Abernathy’s condition.

Abernathy stood and embraced Hartley. “Thank you! Thank you so much for looking after my children while I was…away. You’ve done such a great job. Test scores are up, they’re really responding to discipline. I think you have a new career path, young lady. I really mean it!”

“Th…thanks?” Hartley said.

“Now what’s this about Percy Felker being missing? Nope, that won’t go over too well with the parents.”

“I…” Hartley said.

“No matter,” Abernathy said. “You lose some, you lose some. Right?”

“Right?”

“It’s the law of averages. In each class, you can expect to misplace one or two kids. It’s what’s called an ‘acceptable loss.’”

“It is?”

“Sure it is. It’s all part of the ‘A Few Children Left Behind Act’ of twenty-three oh-nine.”

“Really?”

“Sure. Just don’t let the parents find out it was you. Find someone else to blame it on. The Captain. Or that Andorian security chief, or someone. It’s all about liability.”

Hartley shook her head. “No…no, I won’t do that. I need to take responsibility. For… for everything!”

“Can’t help you,” Abernathy said. “Unless…would you be interested in…” She produced a tennis racquet in her hand. “A stern beating?”

Hartley turned and ran, and Abernathy gave chase, smacking her rear incessantly with the racket.



“NO MORE SPANKINGS!” Hartley screamed, waking with a start, at her desk, in her darkened quarters, sending padds clattering to the floor.

She stared at the terminal in front of her, bathed in its glow. She’d been poring over ship’s schematics all evening and must have dozed off.

“I thought you enjoyed the occasional horseplay,” Mirk said, leaning against the door to their bedroom.

“Did I wake you?” Hartley asked, stretching and yawning.

“No. I slept right through the shrieking,” Mirk said with a smile.

“Sorry,” Hartley said weakly, and stood, ambling toward Mirk and leaning her head on his shoulder. “I’ve realized that I need…I need to come clean with the Felkers.”

“I can see how that problem could be wearing on you.” Mirk glanced at the blinking terminal. “Have you had any luck finding the boy?”

Hartley shook her head. “No, but I found Jean Abernathy in my dreams.”

“Did she scold you for losing one of her children?”

“Shut up,” Hartley said. “I saw Plato in the Deck Six coffee shop and he looked drunk off his malleable ass, so don’t try to guilt me!”

“Really? Drunk?” Mirk rubbed his chin. “Oops.”

“Yeah, oops,” Hartley said, running her fingers through her hair and pulling it back into a ponytail. “That’s your problem. My problem is Percy Felker, and I’m about to face it head on.”

“J’hana to Hartley.”

“Wow, what odd timing,” Mirk said to himself.

“Hartley here,” the engineer said warily. “What’s the news?”

“I’ve found your missing child. You’d better get down here.”

“I’m on my way. Where are you?”

“Engineering.”

“Damn it!”



Hartley ran into the engine room, and gasped.

“Pretty buttons,” Percy Felker said, dancing all over the Master Systems Display, tapping out a staccato rhythm on the controls with his feet. “Deuterium controls, plasma levels…antimatter runoff! All fun controls!”

J’hana was waving at the boy with her phaser. “Easy does it now, boy. Don’t make me shoot you.”

“Don’t shoot him!” Hartley snapped, rushing to grab J’hana’s arm.

The Andorian whirled and twisted out of Hartley’s grip. “Do not touch me unless you intend to initiate lovemaking, Commander!”

“Pete’s sake,” Hartley said, scrubbing a hand over her face.

She gestured at the dancing boy with her phaser. “I have no intention of shooting the child, unless he forces me to. Do you not see what he’s doing?”

“He’s just dancing. Harmless, childlike…” Hartley glanced at the readouts that Percy was tapping on. “Wait a sec. He’s trying to overload the warp core!”

“He’s going to blow up the ship,” J’hana said. “Of course, kids will be kids, so…if you like, I can head back to my quarters, get some sleep while you figure out how to stop the tyke from blowing us all to the sixty-nine hells…”

“No!” Hartley said. “I’m sorry, J’hana. I’m glad you’re here.”

“Your engine room, meanwhile, is totally unguarded. Commander Richards told the night crew that they could have the evening off.”

“Ass,” Hartley muttered, and looked to Percy Felker. “Hi there, Perce! Remember me, your teacher?”

“You’re not my teacher! Ms. Abernathy is!”

Hartley bit her lip. “Well, be that as it may, don’t you think you should hop down from there?”

“I’m having fun!”

“Yes. But you’re tapping in a sequence that will blow up the ship. That won’t be fun, will it?”

“Maybe! Explosions are cool.”

“Not if you’re in the middle of them!”

“I know what I’m doing,” Percy said, and Hartley heard the telltale whine of the warpcore powering up. “I tried it once before, dancing on the happy buttons, but you stopped me before I could finish!”

“That…that was you? Abernathy got blown up because of you?” Hartley asked. “All this time, I thought it was my fault…”

“Pathological behavior,” J’hana said. “He should be killed now and save us all a lot of trouble.”

“Shut up, J’hana!” Hartley railed, balling up her fists. She took a breath. “Now, Percy… I know you think that playing around with the pretty buttons is fun, but if you keep up the way you’re going, you’re going to hurt more people. Lots more people. And that’s not fun, is it?”

Percy stopped dancing for a moment, even as electricity crackled around the dilithium chamber and the warp core thrummed louder. “I don’t know. I just thought maybe my parents might come down, you know, and talk with me…if I tried to blow up the ship.”

“Sound logic,” J’hana muttered.

“I see,” Hartley said. “But your parents aren’t here right now. I am.”

“Because you lied to his parents,” J’hana said.

“SHUT UP!” Hartley snapped, and looked back at Percy. “It’s hard when you want someone else’s approval. Because, no matter how hard you work, you may never get it.”

“Really?” Percy asked, looking down at the beeping controls. Green lights were turning yellow, then from yellow to orange, and orange to red.

“Really,” Hartley said, and stepped closer to the master display as alarms wailed throughout Engineering and, incidentally, the rest of the ship. “Now c’mon, buddy. Why don’t we have a late-night ice cream at Mirk’s, and you can tell me all about the reasons why you want to blow up the ship?”

“O-okay,” Percy said, and hopped down from the panel. Hartley ran to the panel and quickly tapped controls, glancing at the warp core as it mercifully powered down.

“There,” J’hana said. “Problem solved. And without resorting to violence. Unfortunately.”

“C’mon,” Hartley said, taking Percy’s hand. “Let’s go get that ice cream.”

“Then you’re going to the brig,” J’hana called after them.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58171.4. We’re heading out for a mapping mission of the Pekan Cluster, and all systems are, apparently, normal.

There was, though, some kind of disaster-alarm that sounded through the ship last night. Something about the warp core chamber. I thought I was dreaming, so I turned over and fell back asleep.

Turns out there really was an alarm, but since the ship obviously didn’t blow up, and none of us are dead, I assume everything’s great.



“And so, the town squire returned to the lovely princess and admitted to her that she knew nothing about dragon slaying, and that, in fact, the princess was superior in that regard. So the princess returned to the dragon’s lair, slayed the remaining dragons, and the kingdom lived on in peace and prosperity,” Counselor Peterman said, looking up from the padd and grinning. “Any questions?”

An eraser sailed across the room and slammed into the side of her head.

“Thank you, V’xxnvar. Any OTHER questions?” Peterman muttered, rubbing her head.

“When’s Ms. Abernathy coming back?” Kaitlynn asked.

Peterman sighed. “That’s like the tenth time you’ve asked, Kaitlynn. And the answer is the same. I don’t know. The human brain is a funny thing.”

“What about Mrs. Hartley? Where’s she?”

“She’s…otherwise occupied,” Peterman said. “I’m your teacher for now, until Ms. Abernathy gets back.”

“When’s that gonna be?” Jermaine asked.

“I said I don’t know!” Peterman snapped, and stood up. “How about you all quietly read from your advanced calculus texts, while I go and…stretch my legs.”

Peterman headed toward the classroom door and ducked out. She walked to the opposite bulkhead, and leaned against it, letting out an exasperated breath.

“Those kids giving you trouble?” Hartley asked, strolling by.

“What?” Peterman asked, straightening. “No. Why?”

“You just look…tired.”

“I’m fine,” Peterman said. “But teaching isn’t easy.”

“You’re not kidding,” Hartley said, glancing at the door to the classroom. “It takes a certain kind of person to understand what motivates little kids. They’re like little warp cores. If you’re not careful, they’ll blow up and kill you.”

“Yes,” Peterman said warily. “Perceptive. Anyway, I’m sure the engine room benefits from you being back at work there.”

“Yeah,” Hartley said, cracking her knuckles. “After I broke them of all the bad habits they made in the one day that Richards was running things, they’re a well oiled machine again.”

“That’s a relief to hear,” Peterman said. She suddenly heard a loud thud within the room, then a chorus of screaming children. “Well, that’s my cue. Guess I’ve got to get back.”

“Good luck,” Hartley said, patting Peterman on the back.

Suddenly a voice called out from the other end of the hall. “Yoo hoo! Counselor, Commander! Look who’s back!”

Jean Abernathy, bandaged head and all, scuttled down the corridor, clutching her head wound. “I’m sure I look a sight, but Doctor Wilcox gave me the all-clear, so I’m back at work. I’m sure you’re both thrilled that you can get back to your regular jobs.”

Hartley and Peterman exchanged glances.

“Well…” Peterman began.

“Say no more. I know my kids are a handful. But you’d be surprised how rewarding this job can really be.” She pressed a button on the door, and as it opened, she stepped in. “Thanks again, you two. I’ll take it from here.”

“MS. ABERNATHY!” the classroom called out in unison as Abernathy stepped in, greeted by exaltations and laughter.

Hartley and Peterman looked at each other as the doors closed.

“Showoff,” Peterman said.

“Yeah, what’s so great about her?” Hartley said.

“Want to get a drink?” Peterman suggested.

“Sure.”

“Great. I found something in the arboretum yesterday that should do the trick…”



“I’m a doctor. Furthermore, I’m a nutritionist,” Janice Browning said, pacing in front of the table in Space Tastes as Plato leaned his head into his hands, moaning and sipping from his coffee cup. “And believe me, I’ve overindulged in my time, too. I can tell a hangover when I see one. What were you thinking?”

“Please…stop talking…completely…” Plato moaned.

“Who gave you that stuff anyway?”

“One of the little trolls that’s constructing a skyscraper inside my brain,” Plato groaned, and leaned his head on the table. “Please. Sausage…hashbrowns…pancakes…quickly. Something to soak up this pain.”

“Well, you know I can’t resist cooking for you,” Browning muttered. “But this discussion isn’t over. I’m not going to have my little boy sauntering drunkenly around the ship. If you insist on getting warped, then you’re going to do it in the comfort of your own home. Got it?”

“Yeah, Mom. Got it.”

“What got into you, anyway?” Browning asked as she headed to the kitchen.

“Just…girl stuff,” Plato said, glancing out into the mall corridor as morning shoppers strolled by.

“Figures,” Browning said, softening a bit. “Well, at least you had a good reason. Don’t worry…whoever she is will come around, eventually.”

“Nah,” Plato said, as Browning disappeared into the kitchen. “I’m over her. There’s other girls out there.”

He watched as Cadet Nat Sparks walked down the corridor on the other side of the mall. She saw him through the Space Taste windows and waved, grinning.

“I’m so over her,” Plato said, and smiled, feeling suddenly much better.



THE END.



NEXT:



An epic quest brings together the greatest races in the quadrant for a contest of wit and skill. So why on earth are the Explorer and the Aerostar involved? C’mon, with the word ‘coffee’ in the title you knew Conway wouldn’t miss this story. Or maybe that’s because his name is in it. But if Conway’s getting a chance for fame and glory, you can bet Baxter won’t be far behind…




Conway and the Coffee Beanery



Act One: Admission



“It’s OK honey, really,” Counselor Peterman said, rubbing Captain Andy Baxter’s shoulders as he slouched, discouraged, in his chair.

“No it isn’t,” Baxter groaned, “You liked it, you thought it was pretty, and I ruined it. Destroyed it. Vaporized it!”

“Er, yeah,” Peterman admitted, “But it made a really pretty explosion,”

‘It’ had been a small, nearly irrelevant lump of space debris. ‘It’ had also just happened to consist primarily of quartz, and ‘it’ had been shaped just like the head of a large dog. Peterman, excited, had begged Baxter to bring it aboard, saying it would make a great fixture in the Explorer’s arboretum. Sadly, Baxter had misaligned the tractor beam, shattering the rock into million’s of quartz-coloured fragments. The fragments had refracted the beam’s energy into a truly beautiful display.

“Do you really think so?” Baxter asked, lifting his head.

“For sure,” Peterman smile, “In fact, I’d rather have the fireworks than a big dumb rock anyway,”

“Really?” Baxter asked, giving Peterman his own puppy-dog look.

“Really,” Peterman lied.



A few star systems over, Captain David Conway was finishing his day on an equally unpleasant note.

“WHAT DO YOU MEAN YOU’RE ‘OUT’??” he demanded.

Crewman Brown cowered behind the counter in The Starlight Lounge-A, the Aerostar-A’s lounge.

“I-I mean you drank the last cup this morning,” she stuttered, falling back against the counter behind the bar, “T-there’s no more!”

It was no secrete that Captain Conway had a minor coffee problem. ‘Minor’ in the same way that the Titanic had suffered a ‘minor’ leak one chilly night and caused a ‘minor’ loss of life. Conway was a man who enjoyed his coffee. He was also a man who responded very badly when the love of his life vanished. Were you thinking of his ex-wife? That’s not what I meant. The one item that Conway could always count on to bring warmth to his day, the one thing that gave him pleasure through Gorn attacks and Dominion plots was his beloved java.

“Oh this is just f**king great!” Conway screamed, “A highly advanced, Prometheus-class starship and you can’t even brew me a cup of coffee!”

“T-the replicator-” Brown started.

At a nearby table, Lieutenants Gellar and Kamtezen were eating a meal of cold rations. As Gellar noticed Conway’s rising blood pressure, he nudged Kamtezen and nodded in Conway’s direction.

“What a great idea!” Conway was shouting, “Use the replicator!”

“B-but sir-”

“Never mind!” Conway stepped around the bar, Brown darting back to avoid him, “I’ll do it myself, as you’re clearly incapable!”

“B-but-”

“Computer!” Conway snapped, “Jamaican-blend, double strong and extra large!”

The replicator hummed and a very large mug of coffee began to materialize on the tray. Before it could fully form, there was a series of strange sounds from deep inside the replicator. Conway didn’t even have time to scream as the half-form mug exploded, coating him with a thick, slimy goop.

“The replicators are broken,” Crewman Brown said softly.

Conway, only his eyes visible beneath the foul smelling slime, only growled as he stormed out of the lounge. Gellar and Kamtezen laughed hysterically.



The morning after, still in a bad mood, Conway stormed onto the bridge of the USS Aerostar-A, his ship, stalked right past the command chair and disappeared into his ready room.

“Captain on the Bridge,” Ensign Saral called, somewhat belatedly, from the Ops panel.

Commander Larkin, first officer, turned to Saral and raised an eyebrow.

“Captain OFF the Bridge,” Larkin added.

“Indeed,” Saral replied dryly.

“Y’know,” Lieutenant Commander Zachary Ford broke in from the helm console, “If you ladies are going to disagree, I think you need to settle things with a mud-wrestling match,” he grinned in a way that he thought was charming, but in reality was straddling the borderline between creepy and pathetic.

“You are a pig,” Larkin said, turning back to her padd.

“Commander,” Saral broke in, “We are receiving a transmission from Starfleet Command,”

“On screen,” Larkin said.

“Um, shouldn’t we route that to the Captain?” Gellar asked from Tactical.

“While it would be amusing for Captain Conway to be berated by an Admiral for his poor manners and attitude this morning, it would not be in the best interest of the ship,” Larkin said coolly.

“Whatever you said,” Gellar shrugged. Saral piped in the transmission.

“Arstr”, Admiral Harlem Baxter grunted from the main screen, shifting a thick cigar from one side of his mouth to another, “Wrs Cnway?”

“The Captain is not available at this time, sir,” Larkin said politely, “However, I am more than ready to-”

“Whatever,” Admiral Baxter cut her off, his speech clearing as he pulled out the cigar and tapped it in an ashtray, “You’re being ordered to sector 172-A. We’ve had a request for Federation representatives from one of the planets there. You’re going to be one of them,”

“Of course, Admiral,” Larkin replied, he android programming answering with perfect politeness, “May I inquire as to the nature of-”

“The Grand Perkulon of the planet Beanus 6 has requested a-”

“BEANUS 6??” Conway exclaimed, running out of his ready room and landing in his command chair, “Yes SIR!” he said happily, throwing Baxter a salute, “We’re on our way!”

“As I was saying,” Admiral Baxter growled, “The Grand Perkulon of Beanus-6 is requesting Federation assistance in locating a historical artifact that has gone missing; the Golden Bean. Whoever finds it will be invited to the planet to tour some fancy thing they have there. Most importantly, if you find this Golden Bean, the Beanians will agree to open negotiations for Federation membership,”

“Uh-huh,” Conway nodded hurriedly, “Find Golden Bean, open negotiations. You can count on us 100 percent, sir!”

“Of course I can,” Admiral Baxter signed, cutting the channel.



“I can’t count on Conway to pull this off,” Admiral Baxter said to his son, Captain Andy Baxter, “There’s no way that moron is going to go into this with an open mind,”

“So you need us to pull his, er, beans out of the fire?” Andy asked with a chuckle.

“Don’t try to be funny, boy!” Admiral Baxter snapped, “It doesn’t work. Truth is this mission is too important for either of you to screw it up. Work together and get the Beanians into the Federation! I don’t care who does it, just get it done!”

Admiral Baxter cut the channel to the USS Explorer and leaned back in his chair, taking another long pull on his cigar.

“The Beanians are going to hate us,” he said quietly.



“Oh, this is just PERFECT!” Andy Baxter exclaimed happily, sitting in his command chair on the Galaxy-class USS Explorer. His first officer, Commander Chris Richards, was seated next to him, drawing a doodle of Matrian scout ship.

“Why’s that?” Richards asked, not really paying attention.

“It’s perfect,” Baxter explained, “because it means that Dad doesn’t trust Conway enough to complete this mission, so he’s got us here ready to cover for him! Conway’s gonna go nuts when he finds out! It’s perfect!”

“Andy,” Counselor Peterman broke in from the seat on Baxter’s other side, “rubbing something like this into his face would be cruel. Who knows what kind of damage you might do to his ego!”

Baxter looked at Peterman blankly for a moment.

“Honey,” he finally said, “it’s CONWAY!”

“Oh, right,” Peterman giggled, “Let’s humiliate him!” She suddenly shook her head, “No! No! I am a professional Starfleet counselor, and it would be wrong of me to do that to a fellow officer,” her face fell into a pout, “no matter how much I may want to,” she finished.

“But,” Baxter started, “Kelley!”

“My mind’s made up!” Peterman said firmly, “We’re going to help Conway, just like the Admiral said. And we’re going to do it with a little dignity for once!”

Crossing his arms, Baxter likewise pouted.

“What the hell are you drawing, anyway?” he snapped at Richards, snatching his doodle-padd away. The ship Richards was drawing was roughly cylindrical, with a triangular point at the bow and 4 warp nacelles at the rear. The aft section was studded with antennas pointing off in every possible direction, giving the ship a broom-like look.

“Some starship tangled with a bunch of these things a year ago,” Richards said, snatching his padd back.

“And you’re drawing them WHY?” Baxter demanded.

“I’ve never seen a race that used so much pink in their ship designs,” Richards shrugged.



Captain’s Log, Stardate 58210.4, USS Aerostar,



“We’ve set course for the legendary planet of Beanus 6 where we will be assisting with the recovery of a sacred artifact known as the Golden Bean. Since for no apparent reason most of my staff hasn’t ever heard of the place, I’ve taken it upon myself to have them properly educated,”

“Oh yeah. Our replicators are still offline. Somebody at Starfleet Command really should talk to the company that makes these emergency ration packs two days eating these things and it feels like I’m passing rocks!”



“Why isn’t the Captain giving this briefing anyway?” Lt. Cmdr. Ford asked, lounging in his seat at the conference table with his hands behind his head, “isn’t he the expert on this place?’

“The Captain no doubt feels I would be better suited to the task of briefing you on our destination,” Commander Larkin replied, her android features revealing no trace of the irritation she was feeling.

“Or he’s too busy looking for a fix,” Dr. Lanham, Conway’s ex- wife muttered.

Larkin, Gellar, Ford, Bezra and Lanham had convened for the briefing. Lt. Cmdr. Kamtezen, Chief Engineer, had opted to continue to repair the replicators. The problem wasn’t major; an EPS overload had misaligned the emitter arrays on every replicator on the ship. But until the arrays were realigned, the replicators functioned better as explosive devices than they did as meal service units.

“He won’t have long to wait,” Larkin said, tapping a console. On the far wall, an image of a lush, green planet appeared, ’This is the planet Beanus 6,”

“Why’d Conway say it was legendary?” Gellar wondered, “I’ve never heard of it,”

“To most, Beanus 6 is a standard M-class planet,” explained Larkin, “It was colonized during the so-called ‘Corporate Expansion’,”

“Sssss?” Bezra hissed, then clacked her mandibles. Larkin chose to interpret the insectiod’s sound as confusion.

“A period in Earth history where large corporations expended substantial resources to locate colony planets suitable to their corporate goals,” Larkin explained, “Primarily as a means of resource exploitation. Also, as they were free to govern these worlds as they saw fit, it was easier for them to impose their slave-like corporate working conditions on the inhabitants,”

“Fun,” Ford commented.

“This, of course, was ended with the formation of the Federation,” Lanham added, sounding bored, “It took decades to sort out the human rights violations committed in some of those places!”

“Beanus 6 was settled by a corporation specializing in the creation of ‘designer coffees’,” Larkin said, “They rejected Federation membership. After the Federation Supreme Court ruled that they, unlike most corporate worlds, were governing in a responsible fashion they were allowed to retain their independence,”

“And?” Bezra asked, “Thisss isss important why?”

“It is important to fully understand a planet prior to arrival,” Larkin reminded her, “It is helpful in avoiding unpleasant misunderstandings,”

“OK, so the Beanians,” Gellar shot Ford a dark look at the latter burst out laughing, “are an independent Earth colony?”

“I doubt they would agree,” Larkin said, “They have been independent for centuries. They are Beanians. However, nobody really knows for sure,”

“Why’s that?”

An image of a ship appeared on the screen. It was obviously a freighter. The complete lack of windows suggested that it was an unmanned freighter.

“The Beanians cut all ties to outside worlds over a century ago,” Larkin said, “Nobody who has attempted to visit the planet has ever returned. All we do know is that they export large quantities of coffee,”

“Coffee?” Ford resumed laughing.

“Indeed,” Larkin raised an eyebrow, “And not just any coffee, but the highest quality coffee found in the entire Federation,” she shrugged, “Or so the database says. Being an android, I have no need for stimulants nor do I have any appreciation of beverages. But by all accounts, Beanian coffee is the best there is,”

She tapped the panel again and a bio-scanner display appeared. Lists of enzymes, proteins and other bio-stuff appeared next to an image of a coffee bean.

Dr. Lanham immediately leaned closer.

“It’s remarkably complex,” she said after a moment, “I don’t even recognize some of those enzyme strings,” she shrugged, “I bet matter replicators have a field day with this one,”

“Indeed,” Larkin said, “It is possible to replicate Beanian coffee, but the quality is generally quite poor,”

“At least now we know why Dave, I mean, Captain Conway was so interested in the place,” Lanham said coolly,”

“Indeed,” Larkin said, “We may be the first outsiders to set foot on the planet in centuries. To enjoy fresh Beanian roast right from the source is the Holy Grail of coffee enthusiasts,”



On the Explorer, a very similar meeting was just wrapping up.

“Who cares?” Baxter asked, swiveling left and right in his chair, “So it’s coffee. I’m more of a tea man, myself-”

“Orange pekoe,” Peterman sighed.

“Why does the Federation care so much about these people?” Baxter went on.

“Lots of people really like coffee,” Janice Browning said thoughtfully, “Or coffee cake, Coffee Crisp, coffee liquor-”

“Sounds like Conway’s kind of place,”



“We’re dropping out of warp,” Ford reported from the helm.

“Take us into standard orbit,” Conway snapped, “Put it on screen! Let’s see it!”

An ordinary looking M-class planet appeared on the screen.

“It does not look legendary to me,” Saral said calmly from Operations, “Sensors show a population of 2 billion, primarily in the equatorial zones. I am picking up extensive agricultural zones,”

“Space facilities?” Larkin inquired.

“A type-4 space station, 4 bulk freighters, 12 light freighters, 36 vessels of runabout size or less-”

“Yeah, whatever,” Conway said, cutting off Saral.

“But sir,” Saral started.

“But nothing,” Conway said firmly, “We’re here to establish relations with these people, not inventory their star fleet!”

“We’re being hailed by a Romulan warbird,” Larkin said calmly.

“WHAT?” Conway straightened, nearly falling out of his chair. Clutching the armrests, he glared at Saral who only raised one eyebrow in an ‘I-tried-to-tell-you’ gesture.

“On screen,” Conway growled.

A female Romulan appeared on the screen, her dark hair cut severely around her pointed ears, a look of calm confidence on her delicate features.

“I’d like to establish ‘diplomatic relations’ with her,” Ford grinned.

“Federations starship,” the Romulan stated, “I am Sub- Commander Zelars of the warbird Sharmin. Your officer is a pig,”

“The universal translater sure hit that one on the mark,” Lanham muttered from the science station.

“Captain Conway of the Federation starship-” Conway started. Before he could go any further, the screen switched to a split view as a snarling Klingon visage appeared.

“I am Kitan of the Klingon warship K’Ti and I am why are you laughing?” he demanded.

Conway, Ford and even Lanham were trying really hard to get their chuckles under control.

“My apologies Captain Kitten, um, Kitan,” Conway chocked, “I am Captain Conway of the-”

This time the screen broke into a 3 way view as a Cardassian male appeared on the screen.

“Gul Duropens of the Cardassian Guard, 5th Order,” he said.

“Captain Con-”

“Hey Dave,” Baxter smiled cheerfully from the screen as it switched to a 4-way view, “How’s it going?”

“BAXTER!” Conway snapped, “What are you doing here?”

“I was speaking first,” Sub-Commander Zelars said frostily.

“I will not abide your insult to my honour,” snapped Captain Kitan.

“Cardassian interests will be-”

“EVERY BODY SHUT UP!” Conway screamed, “Now listen, I’m Captain Conway of the-”

“Welcome to Beanus 6,” chirped yet another voice as the viewscreen switched to 5-way mode.

“I haven’t been this confused since I went home with members of a 3 gendered species,” Ford commented from the helm.

“Captain, we have more ships dropping out of warp,” Saral reported, “I’m picking up Talarian, Andorian, Tellarite, Benzite, Bolian, Bajoran and Breen vessels,”

“Open a channel to all ships,” Conway seethed, “This is Captain Conway of the Federation Starship Aerostar and by God I am going to finish ONE introduction today!”

“And I am Timothy Sundollar the 2nd, Grand Perkulon of Beanus 6,” announced the chipper looking man in the central section of the screen, “Welcome to our world, may the hunt for the Golden Beans begin!”

“Beans?” Conway asked, “I thought there was only one-”

“Don’t think, it will give you a headache, dear boy,” Timothy said dismissively, “Now, there are 5 Golden Beans hidden somewhere in the surrounding star systems, each one packed in an ordinary bag of house roast Beanian coffee beans. The 5 ships that find the beans will be invited to our Grand Beanery where I shall show you myself what Beanus has to offer. At the end of our tour, one of you will get a special prize: Beanian allegiance to the organization you represent. Now go!”

The screen went blank.



“Huh?” Baxter stuttered, staring at the blank viewscreen.

“We better get going,” Richards said, “the other ships are taking off. If we want some good hunting ground we better pick a course!”

“I dunno!” Baxter whined, “I can’t even beat Steffie at hide and seek!”

“Pick a direction!” Peterman insisted, “You don’t want Conway to beat us, do you?”

“No!” Baxter stood and straightened his uniform top, “Thataway!”



On the Aerostar, Conway snapped instantly into motion.

“Set course 214 mark 4, maximum warp,” he snapped without a moment’s hesitation.

“Course set,” Ford replied from the helm.

“GO!” Conway snarled.

Spinning around, the Aerostar’s four nacelles flashes as she jumped into warp.

“You seem to have a plan, Captain,” Larkin observed.

“I do,” Conway said.

“You’ve put us on course for a sector with several charted spatial anomalies,” Lanham reported, “Some of them dangerous,”

“Nothing new,” Conway muttered with a quick look in his ex- wife’s direction. Louder, “If I wanted to hide something, where better to hide it?”

“Point taken,” Larkin conceded.

“I’m not done yet,” Conway said, “Larkin, you have command of the lower stardrive section. I’m taking the upper stardrive section. Saral, you have command of the saucer.

“We’re separating the ship?” Larkin enquired.

“Damn right,” Conway said, heading for the turbolift, “Triple our chances,”

“I never get command,” Ford whined.

“Next time you get laid, you can have command,” Conway called as the turbolift doors closed.

“At least we don’t have to worry about that happening anytime soon,” Larkin said thoughtfully as she boarded another turbolift.



Multi-vector assault mode, the selling point of the Prometheus- class starship, is an expansion on the emergency saucer separation capability that nearly all Starfleet ships are capable off. Basically, the ship breaks into 3 segments: The arrow-head shaped saucer section and two stardrive sections, each with two warp nacelles. A smaller warp impellor allowed the saucer to sustain a warp field, although once it dropped to sublight speeds it could not reach warp speed without the aid of the stardrive sections.

Crew members were sent flailing for handholds as, with a jolt, couplers and umbilical cables detached from their receptacles. With another jolt, the Aerostar broke into 3 sections, each section veering off in a different direction.



Aboard the Explorer, Baxter was frowning at a planet on the main screen.

“Are you sure there’s coffee down there?” he said.

“I’m picking up ion trails consistent with Beanian freighters,” Science Officer Tilleran reported, “Recent ones, too,”

“Can we determine what part of the planet they visited?” Richards asked.

“I have tracked their landing point!” declared J’Hana from Tactical. Her antennae were standing straight up as she focused on her work, “I will locate the precious bean and give my life to do so!”

“Only if you’re allergic to cats,” stated Tilleran from the science station, “I’m picking up feline life signs. Probably non-sentiant,”

“Then there has to be a Golden Bean on this planet,” Baxter said, “Why else would the Beanians be here?”

“Leaving a false trail,” J’Hana replied at once, “Trying to throw us off the scent! It will do them no good, for the mighty J’Hana is on the-”

“Yeah, yeah,” Baxter waved a hand in her direction, “Get down there, see what you can find,”



“Captain, we’re getting a transmission from the Beanians,” reported Kamtezen. Disdaining the usual control center, Conway had setup his command post for the upper stardrive section in main engineering. Probably, Kamtezen mused, to pressure him to fix the damned replicators faster. Replicators were in fact the furthest thing from Conway’s mind as he contemplated a freshly brewed pot of Beanian medium roast.

“Anything we need to know?” Conway asked.

“The Klingons have found the first Golden Bean,”

“Damn them!” Conway snapped. He tapped furiously at his panel, “Here! Alter course to 219 mark 4!”

“There’s nothing but a gas giant in that star system,” objected a junior officer, filling in at Operations,”

“Look closer,” Conway snapped, “Judging from the orbital paths of the 3 moons in sensor range, there’s a 4th moon on the far side of the planet. The gas giant is parked right in the middle of the stars habitable zone so there’s a good chance that moon is M-class,”

Kamtezen and the other officers looked at Conway in shock. Noticing them, Conway shrugged.

“I’m very motivated right now,” he said.



Gul Duropens grunted as he tore open bag after bag of coffee, pulling them off the shelves of the small coffee shop he was in.

“Please, good sir,” whimpered the store proprietor.

“Bill your damages to the Cardassian Union,” Duropens said curtly, tearing open another bag of Beanian dark roast. Not that the Union was in very good shape these days, but the potential profits realized from Beanian partnership far outweighed the cost of a few bags of coffee.

“Gul! Gul Duropens!” called one of his subordinate, “I have it!”



“Another transmission from the Beanians,” reported Operations Officer Howie Sefelt, “The Cardassians have found the second Golden Bean,”

“Any report from J’Hana?” Baxter asked.

“Nothing yet,” Tilleran reported.

“Maybe she needs a hand,” Baxter mused, “Howie, why don’t you-”

“Allergic to cats, sir,” Sefelt said at once.

“We have shots for that-”

“And coffee gives me a rash,” he added.

Baxter looked at his hypochondriac officer for a moment.

“Oh whatever”



Sub-Commander Zelars walked slowly around a simple wooden chair, on which sat a quivering, terrified humanoid named Furly. There wasn’t so much as a tiny scratch on him, yet he seemed to be in a large amount of pain.

“You know who I am,” Zelars said coolly, “And you know who I represent,”

“Uh-huh,” Furly groaned, flinching a little.

“It’s very simple, really,” Zelars said, warming her voice to a more conversational tone, “You have something I want. Give it to me and I will reward you. Withhold and Sers here will have to hurt you,”

Sers, a 6’4 Romulan with sufficient muscle to give him the appearance of a walking brick, cracked his knuckles.

Eyes flashing between Sers, Zelars and the cadre of Romulans standing near the entrance to the room, Furly held his head over the dish Zelars was holding out and spat out a disgusting mess of blood, saliva, two broken teeth and a small object that glinted with a metallic light.

“Chewing these foul beans,” Zelars shook her head, handing the bowl to a subordinate, “You deserve what you got!”

She turned to another crewmember.

“Find a good orthodontist and see that he is suitably compensated,” she said as she moved out of the room.



“Transmission from the Beanians,” a pale ensign reported, “The Romulans have located the third Golden Bean,”

“Dammit,” Conway snarled, banging one fist against the warp core railing, “That’s only two left!”

“We’ve reached standard orbit of Signadel 4,” the same nameless ensign reported, “Shall I send down an away team?”

“I’ll lead the team myself,” Conway snapped, “Kamtezen, Smith, you’re with me,”

Sighing, Kamtezen followed Smith and Conway out of Engineering and into the corridor.

“If you don’t mind me asking, sir,” he asked, “What makes you think the bean is on this planet?”

“I had Larkin query planetary databases in this sector for any shipments from Beanus that didn’t match their standard delivery size,” Conway said, “That gave me 14 planets. Of those 14, this one,” Conway coloured a little and cleared his throat, “this one just felt right,”

“Use the Coffee Force, Luke!” Ensign Smith cried out, laughing.

“Shut up!” Conway snapped.



They materialized outside a large structure. Although the front and rear were flat the sides had several curves protruding from them.

“Standard storage facility,” Conway said, walking towards the entrance.

“And we’re here why?” Smith asked.

“I don’t think I like you,” Conway decided, “Nameless extras shouldn’t talk so much,”

“I have a name,” Smith objected.

“This wasn’t in my contract!” Conway said loudly, shoulders slumped and arms crossed, “Now either shut this kid up or I’m out of here!”

Look, Conway, he may be obnoxious, but how else am I going to give you the chance to explain the brilliance of your plan?

Conway considered for a moment.

“Good point,” he conceded, turning back to the building.

“All right, smart-ass,” he said to Smith, “This is where the Beanians drop off roasted beans in bulk. The building over there-” Conway gestured to a smaller building, “Is where they’re bagged and labeled for distribution across the planet. We did a tight-focus sensor sweep of this building, and it looks like there’s a foreign object in one of the storage bins, but we couldn’t narrow it down any. So we’re investigating,”

“Brilliant, sir,” Smith said.

“Damn right,” Conway growled, opening the door and marching up to the security desk.

“I’m Captain David Conway of the-”

“Go right in,” the guard said in a bored voice, gesturing to a large set of double doors that led further into the building.

“I just can’t seem to finish an introduction today,” Conway mused as he led his team through the doors.



After climbing a ladder to an overhead catwalk, Conway led his team down a walkway between the storage bins. Open hatches revealed the bins to be filled to the brim with coffee beans.

“Breathtaking,” Conway breathed as he walked down the walkway.

Tapping at a tricorder, Kamtezen leaned close to one of the hatches.

“Careful,” Conway snapped, pulling him back, “You don’t want to fall in!”

“It’s just coffee,” Kamtezen shrugged,

Conway flinched like he’d been slapped.

“If you fall in,” he snapped, “You’ll drown. Coffee, grain, whatever. You step into a bin this size you’ll sink right to the bottom,”

“But it’s just coffee!” Smith objected.

“Wanna try it?” Conway snapped.

Smith shut up.

Conway moved from bin to bin, stopping for a moment at each one. About halfway down the row he stopped. Reaching into one bin he pulled out a handful of beans, held them to his nose and sniffed.

And sniffed again.

“If you don’t hear from me in two minutes,” he said, “Call for beam out,”

And with that he dove into the bin.

He sank slowly, but sink he did until he was completely out of sight.

“Captain!” Kamtezen cried. Smith snickered into his hand.

“Conway to Kamtezen,” Kamtezen’s badge chirped, “C’mon in, the water’s fine,”



Less then a foot under the surface of the bean bin, Kamtezen abruptly dropped through several feet of open space onto a cool, flat floor. Catching his breath he looked around, finding Conway standing by a small pedestal on which sat a single bag of Beanian House Blend. Sidestepping Ensign Smith as he dropped from the coffee-bean ceiling to the floor, Kamtezen stood next to Conway.

“Holographic,” he said, “How did you know?”

“The smell,” Conway replied, “No matter how good your holodeck matter-replication system is, it just can’t handle Beanian coffee,” Fishing around in the bag, he pulled out a small object that glinted in the dim light.

The fourth Golden Bean.

“I’ll just take this with me,” he muttered, dropping the bag of Beanian beans into his pocket.



The three segments of the USS Aerostar rendezvoused near the outskirts of the Beanian system. Moving on carefully programmed courses the three segments matched orientation and velocity before slowly coming together to dock.

“Congratulations, Captain,” Larkin said.

“Thank you, thank you,” Conway said, settling into his chair, “It looks like we’ll be the Federation Envoy to Beanus after all!”

“Incoming transmission from Beanus,” Seral reported.

“On screen,”

Timothy Sundollar the 2nd appeared on the main viewscreen.

“Congratulations contest winners!” he said, clapping his hands together, “Congratulations on your wit, your skill and your determination! And now for your instructions: At exactly 0900 hours tomorrow morning you and two crewmembers of your choice will come to the entrance to our Grand Coffee Beanery. I will be there to greet you myself and will be more than happy to show you the pride of our planet. At the end of the day Beanus will declare its allegiance to one of your governments. I look forward to meeting each of you. Again, congratulations!”

The screen went blank.

“Larkin,” Conway said, “I want a shuttle ready to go for tomorrow morning. You, Ford and I will go down to the planet’s surface,”

“Are you sure including Mr. Ford is a good idea?” Larkin asked quietly, “We are, after all, trying to make a good impression,”

“I’m sure,” Conway said firmly, “With him around, I’ll make a great impression. Y’know,” he shrugged, “By comparison,”

“What are you two talking about back there?” Ford asked loudly from the helm.

“Nothing,” Larkin and Conway replied innocently.

“Anyway,” Conway said, stretching, “I’m heading off-duty. The bridge is yours, Commander,”

“Acknowledged,” Larkin replied as Conway stepped onto the turbolift.

“You did not inform the Captain of the Beanians’ other transmission,” Seral said from Ops, referring to the transmission announcing the finder of the fifth Golden Bean.

“No,” Larkin agreed, “Though I am an android, I do have emotions and so must do what feels good sometimes,”



“See?” Baxter said, “I knew we could do it!

He smiled at J’Hana as he delivered his little victory speech, “Now, I know my limitations: I’m not a perfect strategist and I can’t determine the molecular composition of a substance without reading an operations manual, but part of being a good captain and a good leader is knowing what your people are capable of. And in this case, I hit it right on the mark!”

J’Hana said nothing.

“So, um, yeah. Thank you so much for your effort, J’Hana,” he plucked the small, shiny bean from her limp hand and winced, wiping blue blood onto the bio-bed.

“I really don’t think she can hear you,” Richards said as he surveyed the scratches, bites and gashes covering the Andorian security officer. There was something strange, almost wrong about seeing her lying so still and quiet, with only the rise and fall of her chest showing that she was still alive. Of course, on the other hand, he’d spent more than his share of time in Sickbay, thanks to J’Hana’s unique skills. At least this way he was safe for a while.

He also wouldn’t be getting any action, he realized. The realization that he couldn’t decide whether he was relieved or disappointed was just starting to really worry him when Baxter cut him out of his reverie.

“Dr. Wilcox here say’s she’s going to be fine,” Baxter assured her, “Besides, she had a great time. See? She’s smiling!”

Richards was pretty sure the goofy grin on J’Hana’s face had more to do with the drugs being pumped into her rather than anything Baxter had said, but had to admit Baxter was right. J’Hana probably found the battle with the feline aliens to be the highlight of the mission.



Act Two: Entry



Conway was on top of the world.

A state that, considering he was in the shuttlecraft Taurus high above the planet Beanus 6, was probably more accurate than the original creator of the expression would have expected.

Looking out the port window, Conway could see another shuttle descending towards the planet. This one didn’t have the same clean lines as the Tarus did. The colour was a shade of brown best described as ‘dirty rust’ and the shape was akin to a flying brick. The Klingon delegation was on the way.

Out the starboard window a tan Cardassian craft was likewise descending, the Beanians having refused to the lower the planetary shields preventing anybody from beaming to or from the capitol city.

Taking a sip of fresh Beanian coffee, Conway signed in contentment. Taking that bag of beans back to the Aerostar had sure been the right thing to do. He could taste the delicate flavours, so perfectly balanced, which made Beanian coffee famous. He hadn’t even considered adding cream or sugar; such a thing would be a violation of the highest order.

“Ahem,” Commander Larkin cleared her throat politely.

“Huh?” Conway started, pulled out of his reverie.

“I said,” Larkin repeated, “We are approaching the Grand Coffee Beanery,”

Setting his travel mug carefully aside, Conway looked out the front window.

They were flying over the sprawling Beanian capitol, a city with a population of 8 million, according the brochure that had been sent up along with their winning instructions. Larkin brought them down near the edge of the city, merging smoothly with the city’s hover-traffic.

“You know,” Ford said, “We could have flown right to the Beanery. What’s the point in fighting local traffic the whole way there?”

“This is why I am piloting this morning,” Larkin replied crisply, “By observing local customs and minimizing the impact of our presence, we could be contributing greatly to the Beanians’ first impression of us,”

“Some impression that’ll be if we show up late,” Ford grumbled.

“I have analyzed Beanian traffic patters,” Larkin told him, “We will arrive precisely 7.89 minutes early, which is the average preferred arrival time for planets with predominantly human populations-”

“There it is,” Conway said in awe.

Standing above the rest of the city was a broad plateau, upon which was a huge structure. The central building had a somewhat utilitarian look, being constructed of brick. Soaring windows ran along one side while another had massive stacks belching white clouds into the sky. Conway couldn’t count how many smaller buildings were attached to this one grand structure, but he thought there were a hell of a lot of them.

“The emissions appear to be steam,” Larkin read from her display panel, “I’m picking up traces of organic matter, probably coffee residue-”

“Larkin,” Conway said softly, “Just shut up and look at it”

Larkin moved the shuttle carefully, avoiding the dozens of Beanian craft that flew into, out of and around the Beanery.

As they watched a small freight hauler flew into an opening on one side of the building while another flew out the other side. Both craft moved sluggishly, as though bearing great weights.

Larkin suddenly pulled the Taurus into a rough dive, sending Ford scrambling for handhelds while Conway gripped his precious mug of coffee, falling to the deck and fighting to keep the mug from spilling.

“What the-” Conway started, catching the glimpse of a Starfleet runabout through the side windows.

“We have been the victim of a flyby,” Larkin said calmly, “They missed us by 4.67 meters,”

“What the hell is Baxter doing here?” Conway snapped, watching as the runabout came to a gentle landing near the Beanery gates.

“Baxter and the crew of the Explorer found the 5th Golden Bean,” Larkin said, her small smile visible to nobody.

Conway’s reply was not recorded.



Once they had landed, Conway marched over to where Baxter was standing with Richards and Peterman.

“I don’t want you here,” Conway said simply.

“Aw, c’mon Dave,” Baxter smiled, “It’s been so long since we’ve had a chance to work together! We’ve been looking forward to this,”

Peterman and Richards smiled innocently.

“This is MY mission, Baxter!” Conway said firmly, “Don’t get in my way!”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Baxter shot back, “We’ll just sit back and be ready to pick up the pieces once you’re finished making an ass of yourself,”

“We’ll see who’s picking up the pieces!” Conway snapped.

Standing nearby, Captain Kitan and Gul Deropens, flanked by their respective crewmembers, exchanged a look.

“Humans,” Kitan grunted, “Why does one not simply tear the other’s head off?” His First Officer, Commander Kub, nodded his agreement.

“Perhaps they are engaged in an intricate power struggle,” suggested Duropens, “A carefully laid out plan in which one will emerge the victor and the other a humiliated hulk,”

Sub-Commander Zelars ignored the others, focusing instead on the Beanery. This close, the building was even more impressive. Rather than wasting her time with cross-species competition she was more concerned with her real interest on this mission, the Beanians.

The brick construction of the Beanery betrayed the colonial nature of Beanus. After all, brick was easy to obtain, easy to work with and always readily available. Most likely, she decided, the Beanery had been constructed in the early days of the Beanus 6 colony, before Beanian coffee had come into such high demand. This was confirmed when she noted the glass and duranium construction of some of the surrounding buildings. Clearly, the Beanery had been expanded several times. Tapping her scanner, she determined the newest buildings to be only 1 year old, while the Beanery’s main building was closer to 200. The obvious separation of the Beanery complex (parking it on a plateau) from the rest of the city spoke of the importance the Beanery held to the inhabitants of Beanus.

Pleased by her analysis, Zelars immediately began thinking of ways to use her knowledge to her own advantage.

Now, she noted, the other contingents had huddled into their own groups, tapping at scanners and whispering observations. Several steps behind her, of course. Zelars gave a small smile. Her subordinates took up positions to either side of her and the three of them proceeded to wait patiently for their hosts.



“Arrogant jerk,” Peterman grumbled, watching as Conway sipped from his travel mug as Larkin tapped at her tricorder, “Can’t be bothered to do any of the work for himself, just goes walking right in, so sure he knows what he’s doing when he SO clearly doesn’t!”

“Almost finished those scans?” Baxter asked Ricards. Both of them were starting to sweat in the near-tropical heat.

“Yeah,” Richards said, “Looks like-”

“Just give the really important stuff,” Baxter interrupted.

Richards shrugged.

“This building has been here for a very long time, and I don’t know what’s inside,”

“Good enough,” Baxter shrugged.



Her scans finished, Larkin turned to regard the team from the Explorer. Richards turned to chuckle at something Baxter had said, bringing a pang of loneliness from Larkin’s emotion program. She took several steps in Richards’ direction, ignoring the dirty look from Conway.

“Father,” she said, “I hope you are well,”

“Kirsten!” Richards grinned, pulling the reluctant android into a hug, “I was hoping I’d get a chance to see you!”

“I as well,” Larkin replied, “It is unfortunate that this direct competition will prevent us from socializing further,”

Richards’ face fell.

“Well,” he said, “It’s not like your consorting w-”

“Larkin!” Conway snapped, “Get back here! Quit consorting with the enemy!”

Richards crossed his arms and glared back at Conway.

“Not now, Chris,” Baxter cut in, “We’re trying to make a good impression,”

“The Captain is correct, Father,” Larkin said, turning to return to her own group, “I look forward to our next reunion,”

“Bye,” Richards mumbled, giving a weak wave.



“Is it time yet?” Conway asked.

“It will be the time indicated by the Beanians at the sound of the tone,” Larkin replied. She paused for a moment, then released an electronic sounding ‘beep’.

“Her boyfriend’s never gonna need an alarm clock,” Ford chuckled.

There was a sound of heavy mechanical gears shifting into place, then the huge front doors of the beanery started to slide open.



The 15 visitors watched in awe as the doors opened. Sub- Commander Zelars and her two crewmen, Sars and Feduc. Captain Kitan and his crewmen, Kub and K’Chek. Gul Duropens and his crewmen, Gan Koyle and Glinn Terd. Conway, Larking and Ford. Baxter, Peterman and Richards.

“Lots of people here,” Ford mused, “That Klingon chick is sure worth looking at,”

K’Chek’s head snapped around, glaring at Ford. Ford gave her a wink and a smile. K’Check let out a decidedly unfriendly growl and shifted to give Ford a better view of the very sharp d’k tagh knife.

“She likes it rough,” Ford smirked, blowing her a kiss.

K’Chek smiled back, pointing first to her knife, then to Ford’s crotch. Ford immediately looked away and paled.

“A little too rough?” Larkin inquired.

“Um, yeah,”

Conway, ignoring them, was fixated by the open doors. He couldn’t make out what was inside, the lighting was all wrong. But he could see Timothy Sundollar the 2nd as he made his way down the steps.

Sundollar was a small man, dressed in a carefully tailored suit of deep black. He wore no hat, but held a cane that looked like an oversized replica of a cinnamon stick. A Golden Bean was pinned to his lapel and a beaming smile was plastered on his face.

“Ladies and gentleman,” he said, the stopped. Looked around. Smiled again.

“Do we have any trans-gendered species here?” he asked, the smile fading, “Species with more than 2 genders perhaps?” he looked closely at the Cardassians.

“No,” Gul Duropens said firmly.

“Oh,” the smile returned, “Good. Ahem. Ladies and Gentleman! The High Council of Baristas extends its warmest greetings. As their representative, and the representative of the Beanian people, it gives me great pleasure to welcome you to the Grand Coffee Beanery! Please, follow me!”



“The Beanery was constructed over 200 years ago by the second generation of colonists,” Sundollar said loudly as he led the group up the steps, “Shortly after it was discovered that Beanus 6 was particularly well- suited to the growing of coffee beans,”

“And you of course expanded on your original construct as the need arose,” Sub-Commander Zelars said, nodding in understanding.

“Mr. Sundollar,” Conway cut in, “On behalf of the United Federation of Planets, I’d like to thank you for your invitation-”

“And over here,” Sundollar went on, “Is our Grand Coffee Beanery Coat-check. Please leave your coats, hats and any and all weapons or scanning equipment here,”

“Your invitation to visit your world,” Conway finished weakly.

Sundollar pretended he hadn’t spoken and simply looked on expectantly at the crowd of visitors.

None of them had coats or hats, on account of the warm weather, but they reluctantly set their tricorders, scanners and sensor units down on the shelf. The Klingon delegation also added several ceremonial blades to the pile.

“Thank you,” Sundollar replied. There was a hiss of hydraulics as a heavy steel press came down, crushing the delegates equipment with a crunch of crumpled metal and several sparks. The press lifted back to reveal several flat chunks of metal.

“You p’tak!” Kitan snarled, “What foolishness is this? That was my d’k tagh!”

“Our operation is quite confidential,” Sundollar said with an uneasy smile, backing away from the furious Klingon, “We really can’t permit any recordings or sensor readings to be taken from this location, nor can we allow weapons of violence,”

“I will not forget this!” Kitan growled.

“You could have just asked,” Baxter said

“Yes,” Sundollar smiled, “I could have,”



He led them down a broad hallway that was as quiet as it was large. The floor was a dark hardwood that gleamed with generations of careful polishing. The wall paneling was plain, the support struts functional rather than ostentatious. The overall effect though was one of stately dignity, as opposed to pointless luxury.

Conway sipped from his travel mug, sighing in pleasure.

“Beanian Medium Roast,” Timonthy Sundollar said pleasantly, “Southern province, harvested this past season,”

Larkin raised an eyebrow.

“Fascinating,” she said, “Sir, may I ask, do all Beaniuns share your enhanced sense of smell?”

“Hmmm?” Sundollar looked around, “Did I hear a car? Anyway,” he turned back to Conway, “Always a pleasure to meet a pleased customer. I do suggest though that you take a deep breath. You may find our first stop a bit overwhelming,”

They approached a wooden door, one of those doors with the tall glass window in the center. This particular window though was frosted, blocking anybody from seeing what was inside.

“Mr. Sundollar,” Captain Kitan said, “What is the point of this?”

“The point?” Sundollar smiled politely.

“Why are we examining this place?” Kitan said, “Should we not be checking the defensive capabilities? Surely such a successful manufacturing plant is the target of,” he threw a pointed look towards the Cardassians, “industrial espionage?”

Sundollar said nothing, merely pushed open the door.

“Welcome,” he said, “to the Café,”

Conway felt his jaw drop as he took in the site of the room, the huge room, filled with coffee of every conceivable kind. Small fields of coffee lined the wall near the windows, the plump red cherries almost ready for picking. A dark stream meandered through the room, from an odd contraption at one end to a dark tunnel at the other, crossed by several bridges of what looked like braided coffee vines. A light conveyor belt ran up to the ceiling where a roasting oven had been setup; a crystal ceiling amplifying the incoming sunlight and producing temperatures perfect for roasting the beans.

“Of course,” Sundollar was saying, “we have beans brought into the Beanery from all over Beanus. But here is where we grow and roast specialty flavours for our Elite line of beans,”

“I didn’t know there was an Elite line,” Conway said breathlessly.

“Then you’re not an elite, I suppose,” Sundollar mused.

A sudden hiss drew everybody’s attention to the other end of the Café where a huge, ornate filter was being filled with a literal downpour of ground coffee. A spout jerked into place and released a spray of steaming, boiling water. After a few moments a flow of coffee, dark as volcanic glass, poured out the bottom and into the stream running through the room, disappearing into a tunnel at the far end.

“I want to go swimming,” Conway said softly.

“You would be horribly scalded,” Larkin reminded him, “Likely disfigured beyond recognition,”

“I don’t care,” Conway replied.

“What is the purpose of this device?” Duropens asked.

“The river of coffee?” Sundollar asked, “Why, this is where we produce our pre-bottled coffee products. Chilled cappuchino, lattes, mochachino and so forth. Further down the stream,” he gestured, “different flavourings are added and allowed to cool at a carefully calculated rate for optimal flavour balance,”

“I lost my d’k tagh for a dirty puddle?” K’tan grumbled, “how dishonorable,”

“What-” Sub-Commander Zelars started, then quickly cut herself off.

“Yes?” Sundollar said, smiling, “Please, my lady, if there is any question to wish to ask then my all means do so! I,” he bowed gently, “am here to serve!”

“It was nothing,” Zelars said firmly.

In truth, she wasn’t sure exactly what she had seen. Except she was sure she didn’t like it.



Sundollar let them spend some time exploring the Café. Duropens and his crewmen tried to engage him in conversation, but his non- committal replies quickly drove them to join the rest in their wanderings. Kitan, still upset over the loss of his weapon, growled as the moved quickly past the Arabic beans growing in the Elite gardens. Baxter crossed his arms, looking bored. After a few minutes of looking around, he pulled Peterman in a copse of coconut trees. Conway, wondering where he could find the coconut-flavored Beanian lattes continued to move from place to place, gazing lovingly at his surroundings.

Sub-Commander Zelars and her crewmen moved through a patch of what was labeled as Jamaican coffee plants. Without pausing, Zelars snatched a single coffee cherry from the plant and continued on her way.

As she passed by one of the tall windows, she barely paid attention to the ornate vines growing up the wall. Until, at least, one of them reached out to grab her.



“AHHHHH!!”

Conway and his party leapt to their feet, abandoning the cozy patch of meadow they’d claimed. Baxter and Peterman emerged, Baxter whipping lipstick from his face. Duropens and Kitan looked non- chalantly over to where Sub-Commander Zelars dangled by her ankles.

“What’s happening?” Baxter demanded.

“That would be our anti-espionage system,” Sundollar replied.

Before he could say anything else, Conway became aware of music slowly increasing in volume. Everybody gasped as nearly two dozen tiny men emerged seemingly from nowhere.

“What are THOSE?” Conway asked.

“Those?” Sundollar asked, “Why, those are the Venti-Lentis. Cruel joke, I know. But they work here in the Beanery,”

“What are they doing?” Peterman asked.

“Well,” Sundollar cleared his throat, looking embarrassed, “They’re big on musical theatre, if you get my meaning”



The Venti-Lentis arranged themselves around Zelars’ dangling form and raised their voices in song



Zelars, Zelars, the Romulan, Was playing where she should not have been, And now she dangles, come and look! She’s like a worm hanging from a hook!



What has she done? What was her crime? Why must these songs so often rhyme? You may think we’re being cruel, But spying here is never cool.



As the little men sang, the vines shook Zelars like a rag doll until a small red cherry dropped from her pocket. Once it fell free, the vines pulled back, pulling Zelars out of sight into the walls.



You see, you see! We’ve caught the thief! But rest assured, justice shall be brief. She won’t be harmed, she won’t be hurt, She won’t end her life buried in the dirt.



‘So what?’ you ask, ‘So what?’ you shout!



There was the muted sound of screaming as, outside of the windows, a figure could be seen skidding across the ground.



She shall be firmly booted out!



Baxter and Conway looked at each other as Captain Kitan crossed his arms. “Musicals are DISGUSTING!” he snarled.



After rounding up the Cardassians, Sundollar led the group to a boat floating serenely on the aromatic river. “Best way to get a look at the place,” Sundollar said, “Everything we make here needs coffee flavouring,” he looked seriously at Conway, “Even the coffee!” “Um, right,” Conway said, taking a seat. Taking a sip from his mug, he realized it was empty. “Aw, f**k,” he mumbled. Next to him, Larkin stiffened. “Captain Conway!” she whispered, “This is a high-profile diplomatic mission! Such language is-” “I’m out of Beanian coffee!” Conway complained, “Do you have any idea how hard it is to get this-” Sundollar plucked Conway’s mug from his hand, dipped it in the stream and handed the steaming brew back to him. Conway looked blankly at Sundollar, Larkin and then back at the mug. “Thank you,” he said sincerely. “Anybody else?” he offered. “I’ll have some,” Ford said. Peterman and Richards accepted as well. “I’m more of a tea guy,” Baxter said. Duropens and Kitan accepted warily, though their crewmen refused. “Quite good,” Gul Duropens said, though from the look on his face he looked to be on the verge of gagging. “This coffee,” Kitan said, glancing at Conway “while flavourful, is weak,” “We have considered adding a Raktagino line,” Sundollar said. “The Empire would enjoy that,” Kitan said diplomatically. He did not finish his coffee. As they spoke, the boat slipped into the tunnel, the coffee picking up speed as it was channeled into the beanery. Up ahead, Conway could see several tunnels branching off. “Cappuccino, Mocha, Latte or Classic?” Sundollar asked. “Classic,” Conway replied at once. “Any other takers?” Duropens and Kitan said nothing, glaring at Conway. Sundollar steered the boat into the largest tunnel.



“Our next stop is the Grinding Facility,” Sundollar announced. “I thought you did your grinding in the Café,” Conway said. “For the Elite line,” Sundollar said, “But we have huge amounts of coffee to process,” They left the boat moored in the river and stepped into the Grinding Room. “By Khaless,” Kitan breathed. Dozens of clear columns stretched from floor to ceiling. Halfway up each tube was a pair of jagged blades, each the length of a humanoid forearm and spinning at incredible speeds. Bursts of deep brown shot up from the floor, catching in the blades long enough to be pulverized before being whisked away out of sight. Kitan moved right up to the nearest tube, pressing his eyes against the clear surface like a kid looking in the window of a candy store. As he watched, the blades pulverized another batch of beans to a find powder. “The blades are magnificent,” Kitan breathed. His gaze hardened as he stalked balk to Sundollar, “I must have one!” Sundollar looked blankly at the huge Klingon. “No,” he said. “You destroyed my d’k tagh!” Kitan snarled, “I believe compensation is in order!” “Is it?” Sundollar asked, “I do believe our instructions included a ‘no weapons’ request,” “A d’k tagh is not a weapon!” Kitan replied, “It is a ceremonial-” “It is a very sharp blade used to cut people,” Duropens cut in scornfully, “Personally,” he turned to Sundollar, “I think you were perfectly justified in-” “What a suck-up!” Baxter snickered. Kitan stalked over to one of the tubes. Slapping a button, he brought the spinning blades to a halt. “Sir,” Sundollar was worried, “I really must insist that you-” “Argh!” Kitan snarled, sending Sundollar jumping back half a step. Not knowing what else to do, Kitan’s crewmen moved uneasily towards their Captain. Kitan pried open a hatch just above the blades and started to reach in. Before he could get one though, there was a tremendous burst of suction, pulling Kitan into the bean grinding tube where he skyrocketed out of sight. “Oh dear,” Sundollar sighed, “I knew that was going to happen,” “Um, is he going to be OK?” Peterman asked. “Oh yes,” Sundollar waved away her concerns, “We’ll just have to go send somebody to the bagging department to find him. I do hope he likes the aroma of freshly ground coffee,” Conway took one step towards the tube before Larkin pulled him back. “Oh, look!” Peterman said, “The adorable little men are going to sing again!”



Klingon see! Klingon do! Don’t let him make a fool of you, Kitan you see, was made a-jade, Because we took away his blade.



We tried to warn, we tried to aid, But in his heart his choice was made. All for a knife, an object shiny, (Though all day he’s been quite whiney)



And now we’ll find him, deep within, A pile of grounds to bury his sin.

Before he smelled, before he stank,

Like the lowliest, ugliest skank,



But now we’ll find his new aroma,

Smells like a sweet cup of coffee!



“Sometimes their rhyming isn’t all that great,” Sundollar said apologetically.

“Why we haven’t conquered humanity by now is really quite beyond me,” Duropens said sadly.



As Sundollar led them to the next section of the factory, the Federation officers dropped back to speak quietly among themselves.

“Clearly,” Larkin said, “The Beanians are attempting to put us into positions where our baser instincts will push us to show ourselves in a negative light,”

“You know Larkin,” Baxter said, “Just because we don’t have your artificial intellect doesn’t mean we can’t figure SOME things out by ourselves,”

“My apologies, Captain Baxter,” Larkin said, “In the future I will withhold my helpful advice,”

“Er, could you not?” Ford asked, “I mean, not that I don’t have faith in Captain Conway, splendid leader that he is,” Baxter rolled his eyes at this while Ford continued, “But I’m pretty sure we’d be dead by now without the helpful advice,’

“Ignore him,” Peterman said, “He’s a little cranky,”

“Has anybody noticed how artistic this place is?” Richards commented.

“Hmm?” Conway asked absently, sipping his coffee.

“The way they do things,” Richards went on, “I mean, why have big fancy vacuum driven tubes for grinding coffee? Or a coffee river. Or, for that matter, why have this huge beanery? Wouldn’t it make sense to have several smaller processing plants around the planet?”

“Interesting observation,” Larkin replied, “Indeed, crippling this facility would cripple the entire Beanian economy,”

“Who cares?” Conway asked, “I mean, it’s their planet, right? Who cares what they do?”

“He’s got a point,” Ford said.

“Suckup,” Peterman and Baxter muttered.



“Come, ladies and gentlemen!” Sundollar called, “There really is so much to see. Our next stop, for example, is our Chocolate Facility.

“Chocolate?” Peterman asked, “Um, isn’t that part of some copyrighted movie?”

“I suppose,” Sundollar shrugged, “But we’re mixing it with coffee. We’ve created some fantastic coffee creations using chocolate!”

“Mocha,” Conway said at once, “Coffee Crisp. Not to mention about a hundred varieties of frozen, blended coffee beverages,”

“Very correct, Mr. Conway!” Sundollar’s grin froze for a moment, then he looked around.

“Weren’t there more of you before?” he asked.

“My first officer is missing!” Gul Duropens exclaimed, “Where could he be? He must have, er, gotten lost,”

Conway immediately was at Sundollar’s side.

“Don’t trust him,” Conway said, “He probably overheard us talking about how the Beanery is the center of your economy. He sent his goon to sabotage something!”

“Is this true, Gul?” Sundollar asked.

“Of course not,” Duropens said, “I’m sure he’s just, um, in the men’s room,”

“C’mon,” Baxter said, pulling Richard’s along with him, “Mr. Sundollar, where’s your power source?”

“Hmm? Sundollar asked,”Well, I do have this delightful power tie-”

“He meant for the Beanery!” Richard’s exclaimed, “Can’t you see it’s your weak point?”

“As Federation representatives,” Baxter said, “It’s our duty to protect you from people who might harm you, like him!” he pointed at Duropens, then shrugged, “Or something like that,”

“I suppose,” Sundollar shrugged, “The power supply is in Jamaica sector, room 1-G. I can have a Venti-Lenti take you there,”

“Let’s go!”



“Captain,” Larkin said to Conway as a small Venti-Lenti led Baxter, Peterman and Richards away, “Do you not think we should go with them?”

“Naw,” Conway replied, “Sundollar doesn’t look worried. Besides, I bet they already have their own security in place,”

“Anyway,” Sundollar said, turning back to the double doors, “The Chocolate Facility!”

The room, of course, was as splendid as any other. Vast quantities of chocolate poured through what looked like miniature waterslides and into mixing tubs where coffee was added.

“The coffee,” Sundollar said, “Comes from the river, of course. Here,” he tapped a mixing barrel, “we’re pre-bottling Beanian Mocha Mix Blended Coffee. It’s quite delicious,”

Conway noticed that several Venti-Lentis had gathered in the room. As he watched, the drum beat began again.

“Um,” he looked around, “What’s up? Nobody suffered any kind of accident here”

A Cardassian burst through the doors, escorted by a Venti-Lenti.

“Gul,” he said, bowing to Duropens, “My apologies! I stopped to use the waste-extraction facilities while you were in the Grinding Facility, and the group must have left without me!”

Conway and Ford felt their jaws dropping.

“The Cardassian was telling the truth?” Ford exclaimed.

“Cardassians ALWAYS tell the truth!” Gul Duropens shot back, indignantly.

“Actually,” Larkin said, “There are 4 thousand, 6 hundred and forty-two recorded instances of-”

“So where’s Baxter?” Conway asked.

Sundollar only grinned as the Venti-Lenti’s started to sing.



Gather one! Gather all!

For this is the saddest tale of all,

The great, the might Federation,

Must learn the ups of segregation,



‘Just wait!’ they said,

‘Sit tight’ they claimed,

‘You may as well just go to bed,’

‘We’ll kill that bastard good and dead!’



But what they failed to realize,

They’re not the ones who guard this prize,

You’re on a tour, sit back, relax,

Chill out dude, right to the max!



For our Beanery, secure and strong,

Though it may sometimes ring like a gong,

Has been here for a long, long time,

And will be, till the final bell chime,



So get out, be gone,

Goodbye, so long,

We have no need for such as you,

To ourselves we shall stand true!



“I think what they’re trying to say,” Gul Duropens laughed, ” is ‘shut up and mind your own business’!”

“What happened to Captain Baxter,” Larkin implied politely.

“Who cares?” Conway chuckled.



“I don’t think this is their power supply,” Baxter grumbled.

“What tipped you off?” Richards grunted.

“I’m not sure,” Baxter replied, “It might be the trapdoor that opened under our feet,”

“Or the long slide out the side of the building?” Peterman asked.

“Or,” Richards pointed, “The fact that the Beanery has power lines running down into the city and probably doesn’t have a power source of it’s own?”

“Or that,” Baxter sighed, leading them back to the front of the building.



“OK,” Conway said as Sundollar led them down yet another elegant yet understated hallway, “Mr. Sundollar, I think we’ve figured out what you’re trying to do here!”

“Provide a tour?” Sundollar asked innocently.

“My database contains records of several Earth entertainment phenomenon,” Larkin stepped in, “Many of which have storylines, either primary or parody, that closely resemble the situation you are putting us in,”

“We know you’re trying to weed out anybody you don’t think would be worthy of Beanian allegiance,” Conway continued, “So can we just drop the pretense and get on to whatever final test you have for us?”

Sundollar shrugged.

“If our esteemed Cardassian representative has no objections?” he asked.

“None,” Duropens replied, frowning at Conway.

“This way then,” Sundollar said, walking in the exact same direction he was before.

“Now the hard part,” Ford whispered to Conway, “is to figure out if he knew that we knew that he was testing us, or if we really caught him off guard, or if we were on our way to the final test anyway,”

“Larkin,” Conway gestured to Ford.

“Aye, sir,” Larkin replied, smacking Ford upside the head.



“This is the Tasting Facility,” Sundollar said.

The room was circular with three different levels, each one set further out like the rows of a stadium. Arranged on each level was a ring of stations, each one containing a different type of coffee cup, above which was a spout. All the cups were different; some were paper, others were ceramic while yet more were glass. The variety of shapes and sizes made the room look as though somebody had on an insane home-shopping spree.

“This room is where we ensure that each blend of Beanian coffee meets only the highest of our quality requirements,” Sundollar explained.

“But if they meet the highest, do they not also then meet the low-” Larkin started before Conway elbowed her in the gut.

“So what is this test?” Duropens said, a dark look on his face.

“You must choose,” Sundollar said, gesturing to the cups all around the room, “One of these cups represents the true nature of Beanus. Whomever finds that cup will secure our allegiance,”

“And if we choose the wrong one?” Conway asked.

“The consequences vary from cup to cup,” Sundollar said, a look of anticipation in his eyes, “Gul Duropens, would you care to go first?”

Duropens’ eyes flicked from Conway to Sundollar, then to the rings of coffee cups surrounding them.

“I believe I will allow my esteemed Federation counterpart have that honor,” Duropens said finally with an overly polite bow.

Conway blew out a breath and started wandering through the cups.

“Which one could it be?” he murmured aloud. His eyes wondered over a dark, brown paper cup to a glass thing that looked more like a chunk of coral reef.

“I doubt it would be paper,” Larkin stated.

“Go for this one,” Ford said, hefting a rather phallic-looking mug, “I bet the ladies agree with me, right?”

Larkin raised an eyebrow. Ford looked around, realizing that aside from Larkin there were no women in the room.

“Never mind,” he muttered.

“It’s this one,” Conway said. He pointed at an elegant silver coffee mug. The handle was a flat black, the mug thicker at the bottom then at the top. It looked sturdy yet pleasing, without being too fancy. Conway picked up the mug and took a sniff.

“Smells OK,” he shrugged, taking a sip.

He looked over the Sundollar, who was shaking his head sadly.

Suddenly there was a sharp pain in Conway’s gut, sending him clutching for his stomach. As he gripped the cloth of his shirt, part of him realized the cloth was too loose even as Larkin gasped.

“He’s shrinking!” she said.

“Yes,” Sundollar sighed, “Not a very good choice,”

“What’s happening to me?” Conway cried.

“Well,” Sundollar replied, “Our Venti-Lenti’s have to come from somewhere, you know,” he forced a smile back on his face, “Would you care to choose now, Gul Duropens?”



Baxter and his team sat at the steps to the Beanery.

“That one looks like a hippo,” Peterman said, pointing up at a cloud, “And over there is an emu,”

“That one looks like a warp plasma manifold,” Richards added, pointing at a cloud of his own,”

“It does?” Baxter asked.

“Well, no,” Richards admitted. He sighed, “I’m just that bored.”

The doors to the Beanery slammed open as Gul Duropens and his officers stormed out.

“You can have this stupid planet,” he snapped, passing Baxter and leading his group to his shuttle.

Gesturing to the others to follow him, Baxter slipped in the open Beanery door.

A Venti-Lenti was already waiting to lead him to the Tasting Facility.



“Good God!” Richards exclaimed as the trio entered the room.

“Shut up and help me!” Conway squeaked. He’d already shrunk two feet and was still slowing reducing in size as they watched, “Help!”

“What happened?” Baxter demanded.

Sundollar shrugged.

“He drank a cup of coffee he shouldn’t have and now he’s turning into a Venti-Lenti. The process is quite painless and can be reversed if we so desire,” he smiled at Baxter, “If I may provide any additional information, please do not hesitate to let me know!”

“Can you change him back?” Baxter asked.

“Of course,” Sundollar replied, “Didn’t I just said we could?”

“I,” Baxter paused, “Oh. You did. Well, do it!”

“Are you sure?” Sundollar asked, “Of course, on the surface it may seem like a good idea to have your officer back, but have you thought about the alternative?”

“Yes,” Peterman muttered, “I like it,”

“No,” Baxter said slowly.

“Don’t you think he would be happy here as a Venti-Lenti, living in the Beanery and spending the rest of his life making the most perfect coffee in the galaxy?” Sundollar asked, “Don’t you think that would be a dream come true?”

“All my life, you say?” Conway asked before Baxter could answer.

“All your life,” Sundollar confirmed.

“Am I going to die in two weeks?” Conways asked suspiciously, “How long do Venti-Lentis live?”

“Same as a human lifespan,” Sundollar said, “And we have an excellent benefits package,”

“Hmmm,” Conway looked thoughtful.

Sundollar looked at Baxter.

Biting his lip, Baxter weighed his options. He could be rid of Conway for good, and Conway would probably be happy about it.

“Actually,” Baxter said slowly, “I don’t think I’m the one you should be asking,” he nodded at Conway, “Ask him,”

“Ask me?” Conway was surprised.

Sundollar smiled.

“I’m so very glad to see our little song taught you something,” he said, “Why don’t you have a nice cup of coffee while your friend here makes his decision?”

“Uh, OK,” Baxter shrugged and started wandering the various mugs.

“So, David,” Sundollar asked Conway eagerly, “What do you think?”

Conway looked at Sundollar, then over to where Larkin and Ford were standing. Was it that simple? Give up the difficult and lonely life of a starship captain to enjoy perfect coffee for the rest of his life? Beanian coffee, while affordable, was still rare and even he had troubles getting his hands on. To enjoy that perfect brew forever would be like dying and going to heaven.

“Change me back,” he said.

“Really?” Sundollar jerked back slightly, “Why?”

“Because Beanian coffee is the best there is,” Conway said firmly, “It’s something to be treasured and savored. If I live here, I’ll have nothing to reach for. I might love it for a while, but without the crappy coffee the rest of the galaxy gets, I won’t really be able to enjoy a good cup of Beanian roast,”

“You’ve made an excellent choice,” Sundollar said, handing Conway a cup. Conway drank it and immediately began to increase in size, “I’m so very pleased to see that you have such excellent strength in character,”

“So does that mean that because of my great moral character, Beanus is going to join the Federation?” Conway asked.

“No,” Sundollar said, “You still picked the wrong cup. I’m sorry David, but you’ve failed to convince me that the Federation is the place for Beanus,”

“Hey,” Baxter interrupted, a Styrofoam cup in one hand, “This stuff is pretty good,”

“That is why we will join the Federation,” Sundollar said warmly, “Captain Baxter, congratulations! You have found the true coffee cup of Beanus!”

“What, that thing?” Conway demanded.

“Yes”, Sundollar said, taking the Styrofoam cup, “You see, Beanus owes its success to the regular working Joes, those people that drank cup after cup of dark, fragrant coffee. And what better way to respect our heritage then with the traditional, time honored Styrofoam coffee cup?”

“I’ve had enough of this weird planet,” Peterman grumbled.
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“Having completed our mission to Beanus we’re ready to get underway. A Federation Ambassador will be arriving shortly to begin negotiations with Beanus for Federation membership. Can’t say I envy him.”



“Well, that was a weird day,” Baxter sighed as he and Peterman returned to their quarters.

“Which part?” Peterman asked, “The dancing midgets or the coffee fixation?”

“All of it,” Baxter said.

“Well, I don’t get the whole big deal over that place,” Peterman went on, “And I don’t think Mr. Sundollar is very healthy, psychologically.”

“Why don’t you offer him counseling sessions?” Baxter asked.

“Please,” Peterman sniffed, “I have enough of a case load already. So I gave him the number for ‘The Vonna Show’. Let that two-bit quack deal with him,”

“Uh-huh,”” Baxter replied, half paying attention. It was time for something he was aching for, something he’d wanted to do since he, Richards and Peterman first rode the runabout down to Beanus:

“Computer,” Baxter said to the computer, “Tea, Orange Peakoe. Hot!”



Conway sat in The Starlight Lounge, looking down at his hot chocolate. Somehow, he just couldn’t bring himself to order coffee, even now that the ships replicators were back online.

“Captain,” Larkin said, “What a coincidence seeing you here,”

“Uh-huh,” Conway muttered, “I’m sure your tracking systems picked me up the minute you entered the room,”

“Of course,” Larkin replied, “I was trying to engage you by conversation by pretending to be surprised to see you,”

“Who-hoo,” Conway replied.

“Do you wish to talk about what happened on Beanus?” Larkin asked.

“No,” Conway snapped.

“Very well,” Larkin started to rise.

“It’s like this,” Conway started, ignoring her attempt to leave, “I know I was right by leaving Beanus. I know that if I stayed there too long, the coffee wouldn’t matter anymore. Like air, or water,”

“Air and water matter a great deal to carbon-based lifeforms,” Larkin said.

“But we don’t enjoy them,” Conway said, “We need them, but we don’t enjoy them. And staying there would have made coffee no different,”

“Then why are you upset?”

“Because Baxter won! Why else?” Conway shouted, “I made a careful, thoughtful decision and lost, and that idiot stumbled in, grabbed something at random and won! It’s not FAIR!”

“Life is not fair,” Larking replied, employing her ‘Ambiguous Responses To Questions To Which Honest Answers Are Likely To Cause Hostility’ database, “But you may want to remember that Sundollar was very impressed with your character. Is that not good enough?”

“No, it’s not,” Conway fumed, “But mark my words, one of these days the tables are going to turn. And Baxter will see that I’m a better Captain that he could ever be,” Conway’s eyes narrowed, “With you as my witness, I vow that-”

“Anybody want some coffee?” Crewman Brown interrupted, oblivious to the conversation.

“Hey, yeah!” Conway exclaimed, pushing his hot chocolate away, “Right here please!”



End.



Dedicated to the staff of the my favorite Toronto Starbucks, without whom I wouldn’t get anywhere near as much writing done as I do.



NEXT:



Romance is in the air as the Explorer discovers an ancient space object and the Explorer crew discovers that some secrets are best kept, well, secret. How will Lt. Commander Tilleran cope with the news that J’hana may no longer be single? Will Plato win Cadet Sparks away from Lt. Sefelt? Time will tell. Then again, so will the story!




Follow Your Bliss



The doors to Captain Andy Baxter’s quarters opened, and he shuffled out, scratching his stomach and wincing in the light of the corridor.

“Computer. Time,” he rasped, noting that nobody else was walking in the corridors, so it must have been somewhere in the middle of ship’s night.

“Oh three hundred hours,” the computer replied.

“Cripes,” Baxter said to nobody in particular, wondering why Steffie picked this of all times to wet her bed.

Moreover, he thought, why was it not Counselor Peterman going to the storage closet to pick up the emergency backup supply of UrineGone, instead of him? Luck of the draw, or spousal abuse? He wondered.

Baxter rounded a corner and walked up to the closet, lazily tapping in his access code.

“Tired. Must clean pee,” he mumbled as the doors opened.

What Baxter saw shocked him fully awake. His eyes bugged.

“Captain,” Commander Christopher Richards said evenly, stuck in a naked, tangled, sweat-soaked embrace with Lt. Commander J’hana. He did not miss a beat. “Can I help you, sir?”

Baxter shook his head. “What…no…why?”

J’hana cleared her throat, shifting her position, which seemed to cause Richards a mix of pleasure and pain. Was that a sling of arrows hanging on her back? “Is there a particular cleaning product you require, sir?”

“Ur…UrineGone,” Baxter said numbly.

“I’ll get it,” Richards said. “I’m closer.” He leaned back, exposing some of his unmentionables to Baxter, who quickly dry-heaved. He licked his lips as he reached the shelf behind him. “There, got it!” He handed the grey jug to Baxter. “Anything else, Captain?”

Baxter stared at the jug in his hand, then at Richards. “Um…no. As you were, Commanders…as you…” He shuffled off. “Were.”

The doors swung closed again, thankfully, sealing Richards and J’hana in darkness.

“So,” J’hana said.

“Yeah,” Richards said. “Guess the secret’s out.”

“Not necessarily,” J’hana said. “The captain could opt to use discretion in this matter.”

“Hmm. Maybe.”



FOUR HOURS LATER



“Are you sure the lower weapons platforms need immediate maintenance?” Richards asked, walking with J’hana down the Deck 36 corridor.

“They need no maintenance. I merely wished to steal you away for a bit of morning… thunder.” She growled low.

“You think that’s a good idea, considering we were…um, caught in the act last night?”

“It makes no matter to me.”

Richards thought about that. “Huh. Good!”

The doors to the Deck 36 fire room opened up, and a phaser technician stepped out.

“Ensign Shank,” J’hana said, nodding an acknowledgment. “I trust the phasers are operating normally?”

“Yeah,” Ensign Lionel Shank said, looking from J’hana to Richards. He stepped past J’hana and, as he passed Richards, extended his hand with a smile. “High five, Commander! Way to go, man!”

Richards looked blankly at the ensign as he slapped his hand, and headed down the corridor. “Thanks, I guess.”

“Where’s my hand slap?” J’hana called after the man, indignantly.

Richards looked at J’hana. “Well, so much for discretion.”

“Evidently,” J’hana said, watching the Ensign go.



“So, I guess you heard?” Lt. Commander Hartley asked Lt. Madera as the two shared a turbolift that was heading up toward the bridge.

“Heard what?” Madera asked. “About the new sauna on Deck Eight? Yeah. I tried it. It’s nice.”

“No. Richards and J’hana.”

Madera glanced at Hartley. “The two of them? Really.”

“Yeah,” Hartley said. “Weird, huh? I can’t even picture the two of them…nope, wait a sec. I just did.” She winced. “Ick….”

“Good for them. Hope it works out.”

Hartley stared at Madera. “Is that all? The man you once loved…the one you almost married…is sleeping with another member of the bridge crew, and you don’t care?”

Madera shrugged. “Eh. Guess I’m over him.”

The lift stopped at Deck Nine, Hartley’s stop, and she stepped off. “Good for you, Lieutenant. Don’t let him get you down.”

“Eh,” Madera said, as the doors closed.



“Maybe this is a positive thing,” Peterman said, sucking on a piece of melon rind in the Captain’s Mess, as Baxter frowned at his half grapefruit.

“A half grapefruit every morning,” Baxter said. “You’d think one morning, just one, I could have something else. Papaya maybe. Or eggs. Or a pizza.”

“You were gaining weight with all those bagels, Andy. This is a good life change for you. Now focus. This Richards and J’hana thing. Tell me again, what exactly were they…doing?”

Baxter covered his eyes. “Don’t make me re-live this, honey.”

“I need to know everything, so I can make an accurate diagnosis.”

“Shouldn’t you be talking to them instead of me?”

“Oh I will, don’t worry about that. Meanwhile, I need to paint a picture. What are their motives? Is this a healthy thing? Or are they headed down an unpleasant road?”

“Isn’t that their choice, really?”

“It’s our job as their superiors…and their friends…to help them out in this situation.”

“You’re not really either of their superior…” Baxter interjected.

“Shh. I’m trying to think.” Peterman took a sip of her Melkorian Macchiatto and set it down. “Could they just be rebounding? They both suffered pretty bad breakups recently.”

“It took you all this time to come up with that? I had that before I made it back to our quarters last night.”

“Surprisingly, Andy, the most obvious answer isn’t always the correct one.” Peterman tapped her chin with her fork. “No. This requires more investigation.”

“Please don’t investigate anything,” Baxter said with a yawn. “Treat this thing like a bad flesh wound. Just let it sit, don’t touch it, and hope it heals up and doesn’t get infected. Do not…do NOT scratch it.”

“Hmmm,” Peterman said thoughtfully. “Maybe you’re right.”



“I think it’s nice. They make a cute couple,” Cadet Natheena Sparks said, eying the terminal screen on the other side of the lab table from Lt. Commander Tilleran, who was reviewing a padd.

“Hmm?” Tilleran asked.

“J’hana and Richards.”

“What about them?”

“They’re…” Sparks shifted a bit and twirled her long, face- obscuring hair. “You know.”

“No, I don’t.” Tilleran stared at Sparks, studying her mind. “Oh. Really? Everyone knows now?”

“You mean you already knew?”

“It’s irrelevant,” Tilleran said, shifting quickly to all-business mode. “We have a job to do, and the affairs of other crewmembers are none of our business.”

“I heard J’hana was in a pretty messy relationship before she was with Richards. She got dumped pretty bad, apparently.”

Tilleran worked her jaw back and forth. “I’m sure whoever it was had her reasons. Let’s focus. What have you got?”

Sparks looked at her panel. “The Oort cloud in this system is putting off an unusual amount of radiation. It might indicate a star about to go nova, or some unusual interplanetary activity…”

“What the…” Tilleran said, paging through the padd.

“What?”

“Some interesting reports…from our encounter with the so-called ‘mirror’ universe.”

“Oh, yeah. That was scary. Didn’t you have an evil twin on that ship?”

“The mirror ship? Yes. I believe I did.” Tilleran continued to scan the report. No matter it was J’hana’s. She’d been reviewing a lot of J’hana’s reports lately.

“What was she like?”

“Nasty, apparently. I suppose it’s no surprise. They don’t call it the ‘evil’ universe for nothing.”

“Can I ask what the scientific significance of this is?”

“Nothing,” Tilleran said. “I’m just doing some paperwork. If you’re ever a department head, you’ll understand.”

Sparks grinned. “I hope to be one day. Thanks again for agreeing to supervise my science rotation. I’m sure you had fun with Colby, and I’m hoping you’ll enjoy working with me just as much..”

“Colby? Oh yes, Cadet Mathers,” Tilleran said distractedly. “Now let’s get back to the Oort cloud. You have to be on the bridge soon and I don’t want you to be late…”



“So I said ‘I don’t care if this is nightwatch. I’m taking her into a tight starboard turn and there’s nothing you can do about it!’” Ensign Dominic Corella said, clenching his fist, and leaning forward at the conference table. “Needless to say, Lieutenant Hevekcz didn’t know what to say to that, so he kept his mouth shut.”

“Hmm,” Madera said, pushing back from the conference room table. “Anybody else have anything to add?”

“You okay, Lieutenant?” Ensign Jerrica Ridley, who had swing duty between conn and ops, asked. “We heard about Richards. News travels fast.”

“Hmmm? Richards? No, I don’t really care.” Madera shrugged. “It’s just one of those things. I hope he’s happy. I really do.”

“That’s big of you.” Corrella leaned forward. “So, do you want to have sex with me to get back at him?”

“I really don’t,” Madera said.

“Nobody has asked my opinion,” Ensign Svenn said from the other end of the conference table.

“We never talk to you, Gamma Shift, and we’re not about to start now!” Corrella snapped at the Vulcan.

Madera clasped her hands. “Okay. Helmspersons’ meeting officially over!”



“So what are you in this for?” Peterman asked, pacing behind Richards as Yeoman James Briggs clipped his hair.

“I just wanted a trim, but your friend here is doing something with a styling gun that I don’t let the looks of…”

“Shut up and let me tease your beautiful locks…” Tunny said sassily, waving his styling gun at Richards’s hair.

“I wasn’t talking about your hair. I’m talking about J’hana.”

“Do we have to talk about this?”

“Yes. Face it, the secret about you two is out. You can either continue to live a lie, or face facts about this relationship. Are you going to invest yourself in this fully, or cut and run like you did with Janice?”

“She left me!”

“But she did it because you were obviously not interested in taking the relationship anywhere.”

“Can I order you to leave?” Richards asked.

“Be nice to her, unless you want me to accidentally cut your ear,” Briggs hissed.

“Um, right,” Richards said, sinking a little lower in the grooming chair.

“I think this has the potential to be great, if you and J’hana know what you want out of it,” Peterman said, poofing her hair with one hand in the mirror behind Richards.

“We do know what we want. We both want sex and that’s it.”

“Are you sure? Women have needs, Chris, and they can’t all be satisfied by sex.”

“We’re not talking about a woman. We’re talking about J’hana.”

“Oh, how little you understand people. Just because she acts tough doesn’t mean she’s invincible. She has feelings too, you know. And you’ve got to appreciate them.”

“Do you want me to show you the knife wounds?”

Peterman bristled. “No. Look, I’m going to give you some time to think about this, but you need to decide what you really want out of this relationship, and if you two don’t want the same things, you need to end it before it gets out of hand.”

“Or I could just run off to Waystation,” Richards suggested. “OWWW!”

“Sorry,” Briggs said.

“I think we’re done here,” Peterman said, and headed out of the room.



J’hana stepped into Space Tastes and glanced around. Although it was late morning, there were still some patrons within, enjoying their breakfasts. Likely the night shifters having a bite to eat before heading to bed.

Her eyes finally lit upon her quarry. She walked in and stood opposite the table in the back corner. “Greetings,” she said stiffly.

Tilleran looked up from her padd. “Hi, J’hana,” she said, and returned to her padd.

“I believe we need to talk,” J’hana said. “Do you have a moment?”

“I’m…reviewing some documents…before my shift,” Tilleran said, and looked up. “But sure. Have a seat.”

“Thank you,” J’hana said, and took the chair opposite Tilleran. “I have been meaning to discuss some matters of import with you over the last few months.”

“Yes, you must have forgotten to, all those times you walked by me without speaking.”

“That was unfortunate.”

“I realize you’re hurt, J’hana. I’ve tried to give you space.”

“And I’ve appreciated that.”

“Good.” Tilleran went back to her padd.

“We need to discuss Commander Richards. Surely you’ve heard…”

“I’ve known for weeks,” Tilleran said as she studied her padd. “I’m thrilled for you guys. I really hope it works.”

“Weeks…” J’hana trailed off. “But how…”

“Imzadi bond,” Tilleran said. “You’re an open book to me, Jan. Always will be. Plus I’m nosey as hell.”

“The Imzadi bond, you say,” J’hana said thoughtfully.

“I know it’s inconvenient, but there’s not much we can do about it. Believe me, I’ve tried.”

“Why did you not tell me you knew all along?”

Tilleran glanced up, bit her lip thoughtfully. “I was respecting your privacy. It’s really none of my business.”

“Do you have…an opinion?”

“About you and Commander Richards? If you’re happy, and he’s happy, then I say shaloo.”

“Shaloo?”

“It’s Betazoid for good luck.”

“Well…thanks,” J’hana said. She stood up. “I’m glad we got that cleared up.”

“Yeah,” Tilleran said. “Me too. See you on the bridge.”

“Indeed.”



Captain Baxter shifted position in the command chair, trying his best to get comfortable. He sat in this chair every day, for hours each day. As comfortable as it was, sometimes it just…felt weird on his rear.

“Problem?” Richards asked from the seat beside him.

“No,” Baxter said.

“You seem uncomfortable.”

“Nope. I’m dandy.” He glanced at the readout on the arm of his chair. “Say, Chris…when will we arrive in the Ioni system?”

“Five, ten minutes,” Richards said. “Are you running late for a meeting in this totally uninhabited star system?”

“Nah. It’s just a colonial survey thing, after all. Nothing to sweat… about.” Baxter cursed his choice of words and put his fist to his mouth, nibbling on his knuckles. “Lieutenant Madera, prepare an approach vector. Elliptical pattern.”

“Elliptical, always with the elliptical,” Madera muttered. “Why not circular? Triangular?”

“Something’s bugging you,” Richards said. “And I know what it is.”

“We don’t need to talk about this now,” Baxter said. “Or here’s a better idea… how about we don’t talk about it…ever.”

“C’mon. Don’t be like that. I helped you through all your weird relationship problems.”

“Hah! What relationship problems?”

Richards ticked them off on his fingers. “Ensign Kryzinski from the Aquarius, Ashley Donovan, the Beldanan diplomat…Lieutenant Fresca…the woman from That Place…the Days of Honor fan with a crush on you….oh, yes…your wife…and my ex-fiancee!”

“And didn’t I ever say thanks?”

“No, but that’s not the point. I never judged you, once.”

“Oh, sure you did.”

“Well, maybe I did. But I listened!”

“I’ll listen,” Baxter said. “But do I have to talk?”

Richards folded his arms. “You don’t have to do anything. This is exactly why I wanted to keep this thing secret. Because I knew people would get all weird.”

“Yeah, well I saw your…” Baxter pointed, and winced. “Listen, can we just…”

“Entering Ioni system,” Madera announced. “Coming out of warp.”

“Thank GOD,” Baxter muttered. “Cadet Sparks, full scan.”

“Yes, sir,” Sparks said uneasily. “Sir, don’t you think Tilleran should…?”

“She’s on her way up,” Baxter said. “I wanted you to have a chance to do a system scan all by yourself, without her looking over your shoulder and reading your thoughts.”

“That’s thoughtful, sir.” Sparks glanced at the science panel. “Um, sir, we’re picking up a…big….wow, something really big in this system.”

“Is it a planet, or a moon, or…” Richards glanced back at Sparks. “We’ll need you to be a little more specific, Cadet.”

“It’s a…big U!” Sparks tapped on her panel, bringing up an image and pointed at the screen.

“Ahh…I hate that letter!” Lt. Sefelt squealed, ducking behind his panel.

“Howie, please…not on the bridge,” Sparks sighed.

Baxter and Richards stood, staring at the object. Indeed, it was big and U-shaped. As it rotated lifelessly in the space between Ioni Two and Three, Baxter contemplated exactly what the big U might do.

“Some kind of outpost or battle platform?” Richards asked.

“Whatever it is, it’s, um…ancient…” Sparks spoke up, her hands shaking on the controls.

“Relax,” Baxter said. “Be glad you weren’t on the bridge when we got sucked into the big fat smiley face. This is nothing next to that.”

“It’s not nothing,” Richards said. “I think it’s worth checking out.”

“Agreed,” Baxter said. “Madera, bring us closer. Half impulse.”

“Aye, sir,” Madera said warily, bringing the Explorer around and steering it toward the object.

“Closer is bad,” Sefelt said. “Artifacts are always bad. Run, run while you still can!”

“Mineral contents and geological makeup indicate it’s at least one to two million years old,” Sparks said.

“And this system has had little or no space traffic running through it,” Baxter said, his eyes widening. “We could be the first beings in millennia to set eyes on this thing.”

“Yeah,” Richards said. “Neat.”

“It’s more than neat,” Baxter said, patting Richards on his back. “It’s amazing. Madera, bring us closer.”

“Sir…um…” Sparks spoke up, waving her hand gently.

“You don’t have to raise your hand around here,” Richards said. “What?”

“Well, Starfleet regulations insist that you scan the object completely from a safe distance before…”

“Oh, don’t worry, Cadet,” Baxter said. “We do stuff like this all the time. It’s perfectly safe.” He licked his lips eagerly. “Madera…increase speed. Get us closer…”

Richards looked at Baxter, then shrugged. “Yeah, let’s see it.”

The “prongs” of the U-shaped object grew larger on the screen as the Explorer approached.

“There are two entrances, one on each…prong,” Sparks said, hands tapping at her panel. “And…well, that’s odd…”

“What?” Baxter asked.

“Sir, energy readings aboard the…U…spiked as we approached. It was completely dead, and then…not.”

“You’re saying that thing is powering up?” Richards asked. “Richards to Tilleran and J’hana. Report to the bridge immediately.”

“Entrances, you say,” Baxter said blankly, stepping toward the viewscreen. “Let’s get closer.”

“Eep!” Sefelt cried out.

“That might not be such a good…” Richards said.

“Forward!” Baxter said. “Take us in, Madera!”

“If you say so,” Madera said, and sent the Explorer surging toward the artifact.
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Stardate 58245.6. Good news! We’re inside the artifact. We’re the first ones ever, I just know it. Just to be sure, I sent Richards, J’hana, and Tilleran, inside the belly of the thing to take some readings. I love sending out away teams. It’s such a…mmmm…power trip!



“Was the Captain acting weird to you guys?” Richards asked through the helmet radio of his environmental suit, as he knelt in one of many empty, dull blue metallic corridors aboard the massive artifact, and studied yet another skeleton…he presumed another member of the race that built this thing.

“I did not notice any weirdness,” J’hana said, staring at her security tricorder. “No weapons systems to speak of. Energy readings are low but consistent.”

“Nobody’s acting weird,” Tilleran said, staring at her own tricorder. “Everybody’s fine. Meanwhile, this thing is confusing as all hells. The internal power conduits lead to a major power plant in the curved part of the U-shape. But I still can’t figure out what the thing does.”

“Maybe it just thrums with power,” J’hana said, and looked at Richards. “I like things that thrum. Don’t you?”

Richards licked his lips . “Yes. Commander Tilleran, please continue surveying the area. J’hana and I will head back the way we came. I think I saw a closet back there. We should investigate that further.”

Tilleran rolled her eyes. “Don’t try to cover it up. I know what you two are going to do. I can feel J’hana’s lust. It’s seeping off her.”

“Yes, it is,” Richards said, stepping up next to J’hana, hooking his arm around her waist. “We’ll be right back.”

“Please. Take your time,” Tilleran muttered.



“They’ve been gone a long while,” Captain Baxter said, staring at the grilled sea bass on his plate. “Is this all we have for dinner? Bass?”

“Do you know why the away team has been gone so long?” Peterman asked, scooping peas into Steffie’s mouth. “There you go, sweetie. C’mon. Eat for mommy! You’re outgrowing this feeding thing. Just eat for yourself!”

“I don’t know. They haven’t reported in for a while and I’m getting antsy.”

“Don’t check in on them. Don’t be that kind of Captain, Andy.”

“You’re right. I should just relax,” Baxter said, staring at his fish. “Really, honey. Bass?”

“You love fish. Remember, honey? You love anything you don’t have to chew too much.”

“I know. I just….I’m in the mood for something else. Something… big.”

“Well, I spent two long minutes replicating dinner, so just eat it,” Peterman said. “We can go to Mirk’s for dessert if you want.”

Baxter brightened. “Really?”

“Sure. I’ve had a mind all day to get out on the dance floor.”

“You have?”

“Yeah.” Peterman leaned forward, clasping her hands under her chin. “I used to dance like there was no tomorrow. Undulating… moving my body with the music. My family had moved from Sydney to Melbourne. We didn’t know anyone. But then I met this fellow at the dance studio. He danced like nobody I’d ever seen. He was so fluid…so flexible, graceful. He taught me everything I knew. We fell in love. Of course, then I took him to meet my parents, and he accidentally fell into the sloth cage, and was mauled.. Six months later he was released from the hospital, and by that point I was already dating someone else, so…” Peterman took a deep breath and sighed.

Baxter pushed his plate away. “Fantastic. You about ready for dessert?”

“Dessert!” Steffie said, pounding her fork. “Dessert now!”

“Okay, okay,” Peterman said. “What’s the rush?”



“Where is Cadet Sparks?” Chaka’kan asked, looking at Plato and Colby Mathers as they approached, wearing their traditional white Aikido robes. They took position in front of Chaka and bowed.

“Nat…I mean Cadet Sparks is on the bridge,” Plato said.

“Special duty,” Colby Mathers said, tugging at his robe. “Chaka, I split my pants again.”

Chaka let out a patient breath. “That’s fine, Cadet. We will replicate you new pants. Let’s first concentrate on our breathing and relaxation, before we get into today’s lesson.”

“But I can’t relax…somebody’ll see my boxers.”

“We’re alone in the training room, Cadet. And I assure you, neither Plato nor myself are looking at your…boxers,” Chaka said, shaking his head. “Just close your eyes and breathe with me.”

“Pssst. Colby,” Plato whispered as Chaka closed his eyes and took several deep breaths.

“What?” Mathers replied.

“I need your help. How well do you know Cadet Sparks?”

“Well enough. Why?”

“I’d like to…get to know her more.”

“You’re not concentrating,” Chaka said evenly.

“We’re still breathing,” Plato said.

“SILENCE!” Chaka said, his eyes opening wide.

Plato and Mathers hopped backwards a bit.

“Please, boys,” Chaka said, rubbing his eyes as he regained his composure. “I beg of you. The more quickly you relax, the more quickly we can continue with the lesson and then I can get back to my gardening.”

“You’re gardening?” Plato asked.

“It calms me. Now…focus.” Chaka closed his eyes and resumed his breathing.

“Can you help me?” Plato asked Mathers in a whisper.

“Not if you’re asking what I think. She’s with Lieutenant Sefelt, besides. He’s a…he’s an officer!”

“He’s a woefully disturbed officer,” Plato said. “I can handle him. But I can’t make a move without knowing more about Nat. I need you. You’re her friend. You can help me get to know her better.”

“Yeah. But what’s in it for me?”

“The satisfaction of a job well done?”

“Nice. What else?”

“A week of meals at my mom’s restaurant…cooked to your specifications.”

“No waiting?”

“No waiting.”

“Deal. Meet me in the ship’s library at nineteen hundred.”

“That’s it,” Chaka said, and headed for the door. “My patience with the two of you is at an end. Continue your conversation. We’ll train when you’re ready to. Meanwhile, I must tend to my petunias.”

“Weird,” Plato said, turning to Mathers. “Wanna just meet now?”

“Sure. But let’s get a snack first.”



“Now this is more like it!” Baxter said, sitting on a stool at the bar and shoving spoonfuls of rocky road ice cream into his mouth. “It’s just so…tasty!”

“Glad you like it,” Mirk said, leaning against the bar. “Been getting a lot of odd requests tonight.”

“You don’t say,” Baxter said, scooping more ice cream into his mouth.

“You were able to get the Wurlitzers to watch Steffie?”

Baxter shook his head as he ate. “Richard Simmons. The nice thing about a hologram is that if you piss him off, you can just reprogram him.”

“I never thought of it like that.”

“You should.”

“More ice cream?”

“Yes!”

Mirk took Baxter’s empty bowl to the replicator and returned with a fresh one moments later. As Baxter dug in, he looked out on the dance floor. “Who is that out there dancing? By the Directors, look at the kumquats on her!”

Baxter glanced over his shoulder at the undulating woman in the leather pants, who jiggled and gyrated, her ponytail flopping. He shrugged. “It’s Kelly.”

“That’s your wife?” Mirk asked, cocking his head. Sure enough, as the woman turned around, he realized it was Peterman. Her top was even tighter than her pants. “She…wow. Are you sure she had a baby?”

“I saw it myself,” Baxter said, scooping ice cream into his mouth. “Get another bowl ready, this stuff is amazing.”

“She’s breathtaking,” Mirk said softly.

“Hey, buddy!” a voice called out. “Another Shran Adams Andorian Ale!”

“Just a second!” Mirk snapped at his customer. He then felt a fist wrap snugly around his neck, gracelessly turning his head.

“Like what you see?” Lt. Commander Hartley asked between clenched teeth.

“I’m a lover of the arts,” Mirk croaked.

“Get. My. Beer,” Hartley ordered, and pushed Mirk back against the bar. She turned to Baxter, who had some fudge dribbling down his chin. “What are you looking at, fatso?”

Baxter gulped. “Nothing, Commander. Carry on.”

“You’re damned right I’m going to carry on.” She glanced around the bar. “All right, people. Who wants a fight? Did you look at me funny? I thought so. It’s go time!”

“Ahh! My ice cream!” Baxter cried, grabbing his bowl and climbing behind the bar.



“You’re right. You’re absolutely right. And I plan on telling him that as soon as I see him,” Janice Browning said, chewing on a carrot as she sat in the empty Space Tastes, basking in the aftermath of the dinner and dessert rush.

On the desktop terminal that sat on her table, Pogo looked pensive. “Doctor, it’s obvious you care about them both very much. Just tell Christopher you give him your blessing.”

“In time. I want him to sweat a little more.” She grinned pensively.

“It sounds as though he’s sweating a great deal.”

“You might be right about that,” Browning said and giggled, as she suddenly heard the pounding of footsteps approaching her restaurant. She glanced up.

“Doctor? What’s wrong?” Pogo asked, his flat face creasing with concern.

“I don’t know,” Browning said, standing up. “Somebody’s coming. A lot of somebodies.”

“Are you in danger?”

“Don’t think so. Let me get back to you, Pogo.”

She stepped toward the entrance to the restaurant…

…and was knocked over as dozens of crewpeople poured in.

“We want food!”

“Feed us now!”

“Hungry!”

“Lasagne!”

“Hasperat!”

“Sushi!”

“Ham sandwich!”

“Tuna and chocolate!”

“Rice cakes!”

“Flavian eel worms!”

“Gazpacho!”

“Cardboard!”

Browning struggled to her feet as the herd of hungry people swarmed in. “One at a time people! And I thought I was the only one who got the late night munchies…” She squeezed against the wall, taking a breath and cradling her dinged elbow. She’d need to call in a couple emergency chefs, and bring out some extra seating.

But she would feed these people.

It was her sworn duty. And dammit, she’d do it.

Browning raced to find her apron.



“Ahh. Gardening is calming,” Chaka’kan said to himself as a mantra. “It’s a great way to ease the day.” He leaned up from his spot in the back corner of the arboretum and surveyed his work. Petunias, mums, gardenias. All blooming and bright, twinkling under the artificial sunlight and the glare from the spaceport windows. It was a small patch, but it was all his.

He glanced around at the arboretum, noting it was quiet, except for a couple walking near the nearby stream, picking fresh orchids. It was an idyllic scene, worthy of a painting.

Maybe he should take up painting.

Then the double doors to the arboretum slid open, and a crowd of shirtless Explorer crewmembers came charging in.

“Frisbee!”

“Extreme kayaking!”

“Bet you can’t climb that tree as fast as I can!”

“Anybody want to spelunk?”

“Oh dear,” Chaka said, turning protectively toward the crowd, spreading his arms wide to protect his little flower patch. “No one better touch my petunias. Things could get…messy.”



“So that’s when I decided to hide under my bed,” Lt. Sefelt said, leaning back in the command chair as Jerrica Ridley sat at ops, and Madera at helm.

“But tell them what you did next,” Sparks said from sciences.

“Well, I realized that boogie men like to hide under beds, so I ran into the closet.”

“Classic Howie,” Madera said, shaking her head. She stared at her console thoughtfully. “Being locked in a closet. I bet I could write a song about that. Maybe a song in many parts…” She rubbed her chin pensively. “Nah. Too much trouble.”

“Go on, Howie,” Ridley said, turning in her chair. “What did you do then?”

“I decided to face up to my fears,” Sefelt said resolutely. “I realized that I couldn’t hide anymore. Besides, Christmas only comes once a year so…yeah, I went downstairs and opened my presents.”

Sparks shook her head. “You’re a brave man, Howie.”

“Is there anything you’re not scared of?” Ridley asked.

“Moray eels,” Sefelt said matter-of-factly. “I could take them or leave them, I guess. Really, any kind of snakes. They’re nothing special.”

Madera shook her head. “Weird.”

“Hmmm…” Ridley said, glancing at a beeping indicator on her panel. “Lieutenant, I’m getting some odd readings from the Constellation Club. And…now a distress call. Sir, it looks like a fight’s breaking out down there!”

“Don’t call me sir! Authority scares me!” Sefelt shrieked, drawing his knees to his chin.

“There’s more than that,” Sparks said, glancing at her own panel. “Reports coming in from all over the ship. Really odd activity. People are ransacking the mall!”

“Somebody do something!” Sefelt cried out, burying his face in his arms.

“I’m diverting security down there,” Ridley said, shaking her head. “It’s okay, sir. Don’t panic.”

“Me? Panic?” Sefelt laughed nervously. “Not at all.”

“Uh-oh,” Ridley said, glancing down at her panel. Red lights blinked all over.

“What uh-oh?” Sefelt asked, and ran over to the ops panel. “WHAT UH-OH?”

“Some of them are coming here. Lots, actually…”

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”



“I wish them well. I really hope they end up working out,” Tilleran said thoughtfully as she strolled down the endless corridor on the Ioni artifact, scanning with her tricorder.

“Explorer to away team. Come in, please!” came the panicked voice of Lt. Sefelt.

“Howie?” Tilleran asked, cocking her head.

“Commander! Thank God it’s you!”

“What’s wrong, Howie?”

“The ship’s gone a little wonky.”

“Define ‘wonky.’”

“There’s a big fight going down in the Constellation Club. People are spelunking in the arboretum. I’m craving pork chops. And some naked people just ran by. Please advise!”

“Um…have you gotten in touch with Captain Baxter?”

“He’s in the middle of the fight.”

“How about Commander Richards?”

“I opened a channel to him. All I heard was grunts…and screaming.”

“Okay,” Tilleran said, taking a deep breath. “I’ll take care of it. Beam me back.”

“What about Richards and J’hana?”

“They’ll be fine. Energize!”



Tilleran clutched her head as she stumbled out of the transporter room, wincing with the onslaught of a thousand crazed minds all screaming out at once.

“Headache? Have some painkillers! They’re great!” Ensign Stuart exclaimed as he walked by, then shoved a hypospray into his arm. His eyes bulged and he giggled. “FANTASTIC!”

Tilleran shook her head, trying to clear her mind of the onslaught of thoughts as she made her way down the corridor.

“Chocolate! It’s better than sex!” a crewperson shouted as he ran by. “Wait. I’ve got an even better idea. Chocolate AND sex!”

“What the hell…” Tilleran said, rubbing the bridge of her nose.

“Hey!” Plato exclaimed, appearing as if from out of nowhere in front of Tilleran. He was standing next to Cadet Mathers.

“What,” she snapped.

“Have you seen Nat Sparks?”

“She’s probably on the bridge,” Tilleran said, trying to focus on the turbolift at the end of the corridor. She was almost there. If she could just get to the bridge.

“Are you going to the bridge now?”

“Yes.”

“Can we come with you?”

“No.”

Plato stomped his foot. “Whyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy not!”

Tilleran turned toward him, breathing heavily, her black eyes blazing. “Because. I. Said. So.”

“C’mon,” Mathers said, grabbing Plato’s arm. “Let’s find a replicator. I just got a mad craving for some spanakopita.”

“No!” Plato said, wrenching his arm free from Mathers. “I WANT NAT SPARKS NOW!”

Use your mind, a voice said in Tilleran’s head. It was a calm, measured voice. Not all loopy like the scores of other voices in her head.

“No. That would be bad.”

Use your mind. You know you want to.

“No. Bad!” Tilleran covered her eyes, and resumed her walk to the turbolift.

Do it.

“C’mon! I WANT NAT!” Plato cried, following Tilleran.

Do it.

Plato grabbed Tilleran’s shoulder, and she whirled.

“Well we don’t always get what we want, you little brat!”

And with that, Tilleran stared deep into Plato’s eyes.

Plato’s eyes widened. Then the boy fell to the deck in a heap, out cold.

Mathers looked on, gaping. “Hell with this. I’m going to go eat!”

“You do that,” Tilleran snapped, and headed to the turbolift.



“More ice cream, Mirk,” Baxter said, curled in a corner behind the bar.

“I’m a little busy right now!” Mirk said, standing on the bar, ducking a bottle of Caldavian scotch that sailed by his head. “My wife’s throwing victuals at me.”

“I don’t know what those are, but it sounds painful,” Baxter said. “Now feed me!”

“Feed yourself!”

“Andy! Help me! I’m being fondled and I’m not sure if I like it!”

Mirk’s ears perked. “Captain, that was your wife! She needs your…I mean our help!”

Baxter reached up to the replicator and punched a control. “Computer: Ice cream. Butter pecan. Cold.”

“I mean she needs my help!” Mirk called out, and leapt into the fray. “Fear not, Kelly! I’m coming for you!”

Baxter grabbed his ice cream bowl, ignoring the massive rainbow glow as Mirk unleashed his powers on the room, sending crewpersons flying left and right.

Lt. Commander Hartley came flying over the bar, landing in a pile next to Baxter.

“You can’t have any,” Baxter said, barely sparing her a glance.

“Tilleran to Baxter. Can you hear me?”

“I’m BUSY!” Baxter snapped.

“There’s something odd going on with this artifact, sir! Do you realize the crazy things that are happening on the ship?”

“Everything seems fine. I’ve got ice cream!”

“Great, sir. You just keep up the good work. I’ll handle everything. I’m the only sane one around here, anyway. Tilleran out.”

“Thanks!”



Doctor Holly Wilcox paced Sickbay. “You should see these reports, Nurse Chadway. People all over the ship are doing oddball things. They’ve overrun the mall, the arboretum, the Constellation Club. They’re getting in fights!”

Nurse Christina Chadway leaned against a biobed and sighed. “That suits me. I haven’t done anything in a long, long time.”

“That’ll change pretty soon,” Holly said. “Casualties will probably start rolling in any minute.”

Suddenly the doors to Sickbay opened, and Dean Wilcox stepped in.

“Humma? Humma okay?”

Holly brightened. “Yes. Yes, dear! Your Humma’s okay! It’s so sweet that you came to check on me. And you even remembered where Sickbay is!”

“Dean need Humma,” Dean said earnestly, wrapping his arms around Holly.

“That’s sweet,” Chadway said, staring at her fingernails idly.

“Dean really need Humma.”

Holly blushed. “Dean, that’s awfully nice, but now really isn’t the time.”

“Dean need Humma now!” And with that, he tossed Holly over his shoulder and marched back to her office.

“Hold down the fort, Christina!” Holly called out as Dean carried her off. “I’ll be…busy for a bit. Thanks!”

Chadway sighed. “All I ever wanted was a chance to operate on somebody. But nooooooo…nurses aren’t allowed to operate. Don’t have the proper training. Might cut the wrong thing. Noooo don’t let the nurse operate!”

The doors to Sickbay opened again, and Ensign Albright from security crept in. “Nurse Chadway?”

“Yes, dear boy?” she asked, fluttering her eyes. Maybe everyone on this ship was mad with lust, as Dean had obviously been. Plus, Albright was handsome.

“I think I’ve got appendicitis. Can you take it out, just to be sure?”

“I don’t…”

“C’mon. It’s inflamed! I just know it!”

Chadway chewed her lip thoughtfully. “Ah, hell with it. Up on the table you go! Let’s do it!”



“Thank you for getting rid of the naked people,” Howie Sefelt said, pacing worriedly in front of Tilleran as she sat in the command chair.

“Think nothing of it,” Tilleran said, her eyes boring into the viewscreen. “All I did was shove them back down the Jefferies tube.”

“But it was the way you shoved them. It was great.” Sefelt fumbled with his fingers. “Are we all going to die?”

“We’re not going to die,” Tilleran said. “There’s obviously an external force generating an extreme psychological reaction among the crew. It’s actually quite common.”

“Yeah, it’s happened on the Explorer like six times,” Madera muttered, kicking back in her chair at helm and staring at the viewscreen.

“It’s got something to do with that artifact,” Cadet Sparks said, pointing at the screen, which displayed the cavernous internal walls of the U-shaped monstrosity.

Tilleran glared at her. “You think?”

Sparks continued on. “Well, according to the internal logs, it appears people started acting oddly right when the artifact’s power started to spike.”

“So let’s get out of here,” Madera said, stretching and yawning. “I mean. You know, whatever.”

“Don’t be so hasty,” Tilleran said. “Richards and J’hana are still down on the artifact. Not only that, but if our crew is experiencing an altered state of consciousness, removing the external force quickly could cause irreparable psychological damage. I wish I could talk to Counselor Peterman about this to be sure.”

“Want me to get her for you?” Jerrica Ridley asked, looking down at her panel. “Looks like she’s wrestling some people down in the Constellation Club. Wait a sec…that’s not wrestling…”

“No,” Tilleran said, and slapped her thighs, standing up. “I’ve got to make a decision. The crew’s counting on me. J’hana’s counting on me. Ensign Ridley: Beam up Richards and J’hana. Madera: Prepare an escape course out of here.”

“What should I do?” Sparks asked.

“Stop looking so cute,” Tilleran said. “You’re nauseating me. Now c’mon, Madera. Get us out of here.”

Sefelt turned on Tilleran suddenly and grabbed her wrists. “No! What if you’re wrong! What if the artifact gets mad that we’re leaving it and kills us all! I want my mommy!”

Tilleran pushed Sefelt away. “Calm down! Start acting like a professional.”

“But I’m NOT a professional!”

Tilleran sighed. “Mister Sefelt, restrain yourself, or I’ll have to remove you from the bridge.”

“No! I wan my mommy now!” Sefelt said, folding his arms, his lip trembling.

Tilleran scrubbed a hand over her face. “I can’t believe I’m having this conversation. Mister Sefelt: You will leave the bridge immediately and return to your quarters. Your mommy isn’t here. And even if she was, I wouldn’t be inclined to put you in the same room with her.”

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH! I hate you!” Sefelt cried, and leapt on Tilleran, knocking her to the floor.

The two rolled about in front of the command chairs.

To Madera, most of the shrieking was coming from Sefelt. For Tilleran’s part, it was mostly just annoyed grunts.

“Guys, stop,” Madera said distractedly, glancing at the ceiling. “I mean, c’mon.”

“Do something!” Sparks said, shrinking behind her panel.

“Eh,” Madera muttered.

Finally, Tilleran flipped Sefelt, straddling him and pinning his wrists. “Now listen carefully: You will stop acting like a nut. You don’t need your mommy. And you don’t have to be afraid of every FWARKING thing in the GALAXY!”

“Yes I do!” Sefelt shouted back.

It was then that something clicked into Tilleran’s head. She thought back to the report she’d read that morning. To her knee-jerk reaction to Plato. She had such power locked in her mind, and it was a shame she never used it.

It was so simple.

Such a no-brainer. Or, actually, a brainer.

She stared into Sefelt’s eyes and concentrated.

She felt her mind touching his.

She opened the door between them, stepped in.

And she made herself comfortable.

Sefelt screamed, but very soon, was quiet.

“Wow. Thanks,” he said. “I feel lots better.”

Tilleran, for her part, felt her eyes roll back in her head as she flopped backwards onto the deck, unconscious.



“You guys okay?” Ensign Yang asked as Richards and J’hana, in tattered uniforms, stepped off the turbolift.

“We are fine,” J’hana said gruffly.

“It was a bit of a rough ride,” Richards said, clutching her stomach.

“Yeah, I know,” Yang said. “Sorry about that. I got this strange temptation to switch a few things around between you two during the transport. Nothing major. Just some…you know, of your insides.” She held up her hands defensively. “Don’t worry! I put everything back the way I found it…I think.”

Richards and J’hana exchanged glances, shrugged. “As you were, Ensign,” Richards said, and the pair walked out of the transporter room.

“You were particularly…effective…during our visit to the artifact,” J’hana said after a few moments of silence.

“Yeah, I know,” Richards said with a smile. “I kind of got inspired.”

Suddenly a pair of naked people ran by, chased by the slithering Lt. Unlathi, who was waving a torch at them.

“Wonder what’s been going on here?” J’hana asked.

“I don’t know,” Richards said. “But I’m exhausted. Want to get a nap?”

J’hana shrugged. “Sure.”

She thought there was probably something more important to do, but figured it could wait.



“That was weird,” Jerrica Ridley said, glancing at Madera.

“Yeah,” Sparks said, creeping out from behind the science console and walking down to where Tilleran and Sefelt lay. She gently nudged Tilleran’s immobile form aside and took Sefelt’s hand. “Howie, you okay?”

Sefelt looked up at her. “I’m…fine. I’m actually…really great.”

Ridley looked up at the artifact. “Don’t look now, but that thing’s gaining power.”

“Think we should go?” Sparks asked Sefelt.

“Why?” Sefelt said. “It’s just an old space artifact.”

Madera looked up at the screen and sighed. “Well isn’t that great.”

“Looks like it’s up to us,” Sparks said softly.

“Or we could ask the naked guy to come back,” Ridley suggested. “Actually…let me go chat with him. Yeah, that’d be fun.” She backed away from the ops console and popped open the Jefferies tube hatch in the middle of the bridge, slipping in without so much as a goodbye.

Suddenly, Sparks’ console beeped, and she ran back to it as Sefelt took the ops console.

“That beeping…man, it just won’t stop,” Madera muttered.

“The energy buildup in the artifact…” Sparks said. “It’s…starting to narrow its perimeter.”

“Yeah,” Madera said. “So?”

“It’s focusing the majority of its output…right on the bridge.”

Madera looked up at the viewscreen. “Oh yeah?”

Sparks tapped at her console. “This is not good. Not good.”

“Don’t worry,” Sefelt said, looking back at her with a grin. “I’m here. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

“You’re creeping me out more than anything else about this mission,” Sparks said, rolling her eyes.

“Relax,” Madera said.

Suddenly, the viewscreen crackled with static. The image of the artifacts insides twisted, blurred, and went black.

“I’m losing the sensor feeds,” Sparks said. “I can’t figure out what’s happening out there. Damn, why am I not good enough!”

The bridge suddenly dimmed.

“Susan Madera,” a loud voice suddenly boomed.

“What,” Madera muttered, leaning her head back. “What do you want?”

“You must fulfill your greatest desire. Do it now.”

“Eh. I don’t really want anything.”

“What?” the voice asked, sounding perturbed. “Why not?”

“I’m fine the way I am.”

“Could you make me older, smarter…like a lieutenant commander or something?” Sparks asked the voice.

“Could I get a bigger….” Sefelt said, and looked back at Sparks. “Rank?”

“Shut up, both of you, I’m talking to her. The complacent one!”

“You’re really pissing it off, whatever it is,” Sparks said, looking back at her panel. “Just do what it wants you to do!”

“Eh,” Madera said. “Go bother someone else, creepy voice.”

“That voice is familiar,” Sefelt said. “It sounds like the voice that was telling me to freak out. Not like I need a voice to tell me that.” He chuckled. “But that’s all over now.”

“SHUT UP!” the voice snapped. “Susan…think about it…J’hana and Richards are belowdecks now. You can go bust up their relationship. Make an awkward moment. Wouldn’t that be fun?”

“I’m happy for them.” Madera sighed. “Why should I make them miserable just because I haven’t found love yet?”

“But you can find love! Take this Sefelt person. He’s otherwise useless. Exploit him!”

“Hey, do I get a say in this?” Sefelt asked.

“NO!” the voice replied.

“We’re just friends. I don’t think of him like that,” Madera said.

“This thing is concentrating all its power on you, whatever it is,” Sparks said. “Lieutenant, you might want to think about getting us out of here.”

“NO!” the voice shouted. “DO AS I SAY! Give yourself over to ultimate pleasure. Do what you crave most! The world is yours, if you simply ACT on your instincts!”

Madera shrugged. “You know, I kind of just felt like hanging out today, really…”

“DAMN YOU!” the voice cried, as the ship started shaking. “If you won’t do as I say, then you can all die!”

Madera leaned over and activated the Explorer’s engines. “Hell with this. See you later.”

“Get us out of here!” Sparks called out. “Full impulse!”

“Yeah, yeah, relax,” Madera said, leaning back in her chair as the Explorer soared along the tube on the other side of the U-shaped object from the side they’d entered. The blurry viewscreen image cleared to show inviting, clear space ahead.

“Reverse angle,” Sparks said, looking up at the screen.

Sefelt looked on as the cavernous tunnel they were in rippled with explosions, collapsing in on itself. “Wow,” he said. “That’s…something.”

The Explorer shot out of the artifact, just as the reverse angle showed it erupt on all sides with powerful explosions

The voice cried out throughout the bridge, throughout the entire ship:

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO FAIRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR!”

Once the ship was free and clear, and the explosion’s shockwave passed, Madera turned around and slouched out of her seat.

“There, we’re out. Happy?”

“Y-yeah,” Sparks said, mopping her forehead.

“Good. I’m taking my fifteen minute break. Howie, you’re in charge.”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. Yikes. I mean…yikes.



“Is that all you’ve got so far?” Richards asked, sitting across the desk from Baxter.

“Yeah. I’m thinking of leaving it like that.”

“You don’t want to mention the artifact?”

Baxter shrugged. “Not particularly. I mean…the ship’s archivist found out that the last scout team to explore the artifact came through in 2308. Nobody’s even checked this system in nearly a century. Who really cares?”

“The people who named it the ‘Gargantuan Ionian Pleasure Magnet,’ I’d expect,” Richards said.

“Yeah. They also wrote a long paragraph on how it should be avoided at all costs. That it has some sort of super smart computer aboard that locks onto people’s minds and forces them to seek out their basest urges and cravings, somehow feeding off the emotion. I mentioned to the ship’s archivist that it would be nice for us to have information like that available at our fingertips.”

Richards bit his lip thoughtfully. “Two questions: Why would a civilization build a computer like that, and…we have a ship’s archivist?”

“Yeah, it was news to me, too.” Baxter tapped his desk thoughtfully. “I don’t know. My guess is, like most cataclysmic creations, the ‘Pleasure Magnet’ probably wasn’t built to do what it did to us. That probably came later.”

“So, no harm no foul?” Richards asked, leaning back in his chair.

“Guess so,” Baxter said. “Just a random occurrence. I wish I had more to report, but the one thing we don’t have is answers. We know how we got into the thing, but damned if I know how we got out. We may never know.”

“Well then we’re lucky nothing more came of this than Nurse Chadway accidentally operating on some guy, and your wife…hooking up a little…on the dance floor.”

Baxter tapped his desk nervously. “Yeah. Let’s never speak of this again, okay?”

“Deal,” Richards said. “Pool?”

“Sure.”



Plato rushed, breathless, to catch up with Cadet Sparks, as she strolled down the corridor.

“Nat! I’m glad I found you. I wanted to make sure you were okay after all this craziness!”

“Oh. Hi, Plato.”

“I wanted to let you know…I’m really interested in scuba diving lessons!”

“Really? I like scuba diving.”

“I know. I mean…I figured.”

Sparks looked at him pensively. “Plato, why do you have a lump on your head?”

“Lieutenant Commander Tilleran…did something…I think, to knock me down, under the influence of that magnet thing. My memory’s kind of blurry, but I’m okay. Mom says I’ll be fine, after a few hearty meals.”

“Oh,” Sparks said.

Plato squeezed his eyes shut, concentrating. The lump disappeared. “Okay, so I may have fabricated the lump, just to get some sympathy from you.”

“Well, it worked,” Sparks said, tapping Plato’s arm. “But I’m glad you’re okay.”

“So…scuba later?”

“I’d love to,” Sparks said. “But I have plans with Howie.”

“Howie Sefelt? How long’s that going to go on, Nat?” Plato asked. “I mean…what do you see in that guy?” He’s afraid of everything!”

Sparks stopped by a door, and pressed the call button. “That’s what I thought too, at first. But there’s more to Howie Sefelt than meets the eye.”

“There is?”

The doors opened to reveal Lt. Sefelt, who grinned at Plato. “Hey buddy.” He draped an arm around Spark’s neck and guided her down the corridor. “Have a good one, okay? We’re off to the Constellation Club.”

“Oh…kay…” Plato said slowly, watching the pair walk off.

What the hell?



Lt. Commander Tilleran sat at a cafe table outside Space Tastes, sipping her Flavian Frappe and watching the small crowd walk by, browsing from shop to shop.

Now that they were out of the artifact, the crazy voices had calmed down tremendously.

Still, as always, she heard them. It was a low din, a mild chorus of questions, answers, unspoken thoughts, unexplored dreams, and unrealized potential.

The voices were always with her, kind of a backdrop, which never bothered Tilleran much. As a Betazoid, and a powerful one, at that, she was used to it.

But something happened recently, Tilleran thought, as she sipped her drink. Something wonderful.

She realized she could do more than listen to the voices.

“You in there somewhere?” a voice asked, and she looked up.

“Lieutenant Madera,” Tilleran said briskly, gesturing at the seat across from her. “Please, sit.”

“Thanks,” Madera said, and sat down. She folded her hands on top of the table. “Enjoying your coffee?”

“Yes.”

“So…crazy day, huh?”

“The craziest,” Tilleran said, and glanced at Madera. “Are you all right, Lieutenant?”

“I was just wondering…when you look in my mind…what do you see?”

“You actually want me to look?” Tilleran asked, leaning forward.

“Yeah. I…well…the thing, the magnet thing, couldn’t get me to desire anything, and apparently that’s why it went all…kabloom.”

Tilleran raised her eyebrows. “That’s fascinating.”

“I guess I’m just having a…blase day. A blase month, really.”

“Lucky for us,” Tilleran muttered, then focused on Madera. “Relax, this won’t hurt a bit.”

“I know. It’s just like when you cheated on Scrabble night a few weeks ago.”

“Shh, don’t think about that. I need your mind to be clear.” Tilleran looked into the helmsperson’s eyes. “That’s…something.”

“What?”

Tilleran gave a small smile. “You’re perfectly normal. You’re fine. Maybe a little indifferent, but that’s no crime.”

Madera shrugged. “I guess I’ve been…out of it lately. Just kind of low key. I mean, I really had no reaction when I heard about Richards and J’hana. Maybe he did leave me at the altar, but that was over a year ago. I’m so past that. I’m just…” She shrugged. “Eh.”

“Well, whatever the circumstances, it appears you saved the day. You should tell everyone…”

“Nah,” Madera said, and waved Tilleran back with her hand. “I’d just as soon keep this between us.”

“But why?”

“Because when you’re not all excited all the time…not talking about yourself, your problems…when you’re not really happy or really sad…when you’re just, just…there…it maddens people. It annoys them. Like they have to fix you. Like if you’re not riding one extreme or the other, you must be broken.”

“I think you’re overreacting, but then again, I’m not a counselor, so…”

Madera pushed back from her chair. “Thanks, Commander. I appreciate your help.”

“I didn’t really do anything.”

“You did plenty,” Madera said with a grin.

As Madera walked off, Tilleran reached out and took her hand. “Say, Lieutenant. What would you say if I told you I could make you…happy again?”

“I’d say not everybody’s supposed to be happy all the time. I’ll see you on the bridge.”

“Are you all done?” Imhala, Janice Browning’s waitress, said, looming impatiently over Tilleran’s shoulder, as the Betazoid watched Madera walk away.

“In a little while,” Tilleran said.

“Well, I have to close soon. I have a date and I can’t miss it.”

“I’m enjoying my coffee.”

“Well, enjoy it faster.”

Tilleran narrowed her eyes as she sipped her coffee. “You know, you might miss that date, after all. The customer comes first, right?”

“What are you…” Imhala said as Tilleran stared at her, and trailed off, her eyes glazing a bit. “You know what? You’re right. The customer comes first. Would you like another coffee?”

“Please,” Tilleran said with a smile.



THE END.



NEXT:



Counselor Peterman convinces Lt. Sefelt to volunteer to lead the Escort on a supply run, hoping to improve his self confidence and dispel some of his fears. Baxter agrees, grudgingly, to let him go. There’s just one catch: Peterman has to go with him.




Where, Why & Howie



Cadet Natheena Sparks rolled over in her bunk and stared at the blinking message light on her nightstand terminal.

“Ughhhhhhhhhhh…not again,” she moaned, and swung her legs over, leaning up in bed, her long brown hair cascading around her face, in its usual obscuring way. “Wonder if that one’s from Plato or Howie,” she asked herself, and shuffled toward the sonic shower.

Then her door chime rang, and she sighed. “Who is it?”

“It’s Howie. I thought we’d walk up to the bridge together.”

“Oh. Are you on today?”

“Yes. We talked about this yesterday,” he replied over the comm. “Don’t you remember?”

“Somewhat. I just got up. Why don’t I meet you there?”

“Suit yourself,” Sefelt’s voice responded. “I’ll be looking forward to seeing you up there!”

“Yeah. Me too…”



“It’s him. It’s Ficker,” Baxter said, pacing the bridge.

“How do you know?” Richards replied, standing behind him, staring skeptically at the sensor data that trailed on the viewscreen.

“Isn’t it obvious? Unidentified Federation ship attacks Orion outpost, steals supplies and delivers them to a needy colony on Farkamus Prime.”

“If it was Ficker, it sure was nice of him,” Peterman said, shifting uncomfortably in her chair in the command area.

“Oh, don’t you start,” Baxter said, whirling. “I know what he’s up to. He’s trying to look heroic, so he can steal our thunder. So he can prove he’s got the best ship of rejects out there.”

“Half of Starfleet’s chasing him,” Richards said. “You really envy that?”

“Yes! He’s doing what we were doing last year,” Baxter snapped. “Running from Starfleet for a higher moral purpose! I bet he’s even got a godlike bartender stowed away on there somewhere.”

“I’m sure we have the only one of those,” Peterman said, and rose, stepping up behind Baxter and putting her hands on his shoulders, sharing a concerned look with Richards. “At any rate, Starfleet Intelligence will catch him. They’re dying to get their hands on the Idlewild, right?”

“I suppose.”

“And Starfleet can’t afford to have another rogue Starship gallivanting around. He’s making them look bad.”

“That’s for sure,” Baxter said.

“So we relax,” Peterman said, rubbing Baxter’s back. “Ficker isn’t our problem anymore. Be thankful for that.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, gritting his teeth. “You’ve got a point there.” He took a deep breath and glanced back at sciences. “Tilleran, how about you tell us what our next assignment is. Let’s get our minds off the past, shall we?”

Tilleran smiled weakly, looking at her panel. “Apparently, we’re to report immediately to the Veltran system to study the Bermuda Expanse and report back on whether or not they’re exhibiting any strange activity.”

Baxter stared back at her. “You’re kidding me.”

“Nope,” Tilleran said. “Says here that the Bermuda Expanse has done nothing of consequence for more than three years.”

“Yeah, according to ‘official’ records, anyway,” Baxter said, making air quotes with his fingers. “Guess we’d better go. Maybe I can stop by Waystation and let Captain Beck berate me a few more times.”

“We don’t have to go anywhere near Waystation,” Peterman said, patting Baxter on the back. “Matter of fact, it’s probably a good idea that we don’t, since I rather made an ass of myself the last time I was there.”

“Better you than me, believe me,” Baxter said with a chuckle, and headed back to the command chair. “Lieutenant Madera, best speed to the Veltran system.”

“Aye, captain.”

Just then, the aft turbolift doors opened, and Lt. Howie Sefelt stepped out, glancing around the bridge with an appreciative smile. “Don’t clap, ladies and gentlemen, just go about your regular business. Howie’s here.”

“Mister Sefelt,” Baxter said, gesturing at ops. He gave a look at Peterman, who just shrugged.

“How are you feeling, Howie?” Peterman asked as he took over ops from Ensign Jerrica Ridley.

“Outstanding!” Sefelt said, turning to face Peterman. “It’s corny, but it’s amazing what a good night’s sleep will do for you.”

“Or a major, earth-shaking personality change,” Richards said under his breath as he sat down on the other side of Baxter.

Peterman ignored him. “Say, Howie, I’ve been meaning to speak to you. You’ve cancelled our last six appointments. That’s nearly two days where we haven’t met.”

“I’ve been fine, actaully,” Sefelt said. “You can go ahead and cancel the rest.”

“That may take a while,” Peterman said, taking a deep breath and wondering what on Earth she’d do with all that free time. “But before we do something rash like that, how about you stop by my office this afternoon. Just for a, you know…chat?”

“I suppose,” Sefelt said. “If it’s all right with you, Captain?”

Baxter waved. “By all means. Meet.” He shifted his eyes at Peterman. “I’ll be anxious to hear the results.”

“We don’t talk about my appointments,” Peterman said, gently kicking Baxter in the shin.

“Right. I forgot.”



“Hey, Nat!” Plato said, waiting in the turbolift with Colby Mathers as Sparks stepped in. “How’ve you been?”

“Just fine. Computer, bridge,” Sparks said, looking from Plato to Mathers. “You boys have sure been hanging out a lot lately.”

“His mom owns a terrific restaurant,” Mathers said, shifting from foot to foot.

“We had breakfast,” Plato said, nudging Mathers. “Just talked about…you know, stuff.”

“That’s good,” Sparks said. “You going with us to the bridge?”

“Just along for the ride. My mom says I’m not supposed to step onto the bridge. Something about the captain being accident-prone…”

“A reasonable precaution,” Sparks said with a shrug. “What about you, Colby? I thought Madera was on conn this morning…”

“I’m training on tactical today,” Mathers said. “Commander Richards said that trying other specializations would help us get the most out of our internship. Plus I think I was bugging Lieutenant Madera. She sort of…swatted at me…the other day.”

“I envy you guys,” Plato said. “Serving on the bridge. Nat, maybe you could tell me what it’s like, later today, over coffee or hot chocolate or something?”

“I’ve…kinda got plans…” Sparks said as the lift opened, and she ducked out onto the bridge. Mathers followed, and headed over to tactical, where a glowering J’hana faced him. Plato watched them as the turbolift doors closed.

“Are you strong enough to face death in combat?” she asked gravely.

“No?” Mathers replied, swallowing.

“You will be, once I’m through with you,” J’hana said with a chortle, and patted Mathers hard on the back. “If anyone needs me, I’ll be soaking in the sauna. Have a good shift, people.”

Tilleran watched J’hana go, then looked at Sparks as she stepped out from behind her station.. “Study up on the Bermuda Expanse. We’ll arrive there tomorrow night and will need to make thorough scans.”

“Sure, Commander,” Sparks said, and watched Tilleran make her way down to the foreward turbolift, the one opposite from the lift J’hana had taken. “Thanks!”

“Ahh, the changing of the guard,” Baxter said. “To think, one day this bridge will be full of people we don’t know.”

“And in this future vision, are you still sitting there?” Peterman asked.

“Sure. This is a cushy job. Why on Earth would I give it up?”

“Just asking,” Peterman said with a small grin. “Well, I’ve got some appointments. I’d better get back down to the office.” She headed back to the turbolift and looked at Sefelt. “See you in a couple hours, Howie?”

“Sure thing, Counselor! Looking forward to it!” Sefelt said, and turned back to the ops panel.



“So…Howie. How are things?” Peterman said, setting her padd full of notes on the table beside her, and leaning forward in her chair, folding her hands atop her knees. Truth be known, she didn’t have any other appointments that morning. She’d spent the whole morning getting ready to cross-examine Howie and figure out exactly why he was suddenly so…not crazy.

Howie leaned back, crossed his legs. “Things are great. I’ve never felt better.”

“Could you…elaborate?” Peterman asked, narrowing her eyes, as if to look into Sefelt’s soul. Nope, nothing there.

“I’m just…I feel great. I don’t feel as…antsy as I once did.”

“Is this like when I put you on the drugs?”

“No, because I’m not throwing up.”

“Uh-huh. No throwing up.” Peterman reached for her padd and tapped some notes. “What about the panic attacks? Hyperventilation? Dizzyness? Loss of consciousness? Wake up on a random part of the ship with no knowledge of how you got there?”

“Oddly enough, nope. None of that stuff. I’m just…fine.”

Peterman gave a knowing smile. “Howie, you know that’s now how this works. You’ve been through enough counseling sessions to realize that real growth takes time and effort. It takes work…and little exercises I give you from books. It’s a long, hard process that takes months, if not years of…”

“Yeah, I’m not so worried about it,” Sefelt said. “I’m good.”

“Yes, well,” Peterman said, shifting in her seat, deciding to take another tack. “I understand you THINK that you’re good, but I’m telling you there’s no way you can be…even though I wish it were so.”

“Why, counselor,” Sefelt said, and leaned forward to tap Peterman’s knee. “Are you going to miss these little sessions? Something tells me you got as much from them as I did.”

“Well I don’t know about that…” Peterman looked down, rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Would you consent to a brain scan, Howie?”

He shrugged. “Sure. If you think that’s necessary.”

“It’s absolutely necessary.” Peterman grabbed another padd and started tapping. “And a few neurological tests. Just to…rule some things out. We want to be thorough. Here, take this down to Doctor Wilcox and get started. It may take most of the day.”

“But I’ve got a date…”

“Your mental health is paramount, Howie.”

“But I feel fine!”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” Peterman said with a warm smile, as she handed the padd to Sefelt and gestured for the door. “Contact me as soon as you’re finished with the tests.”

Sefelt looked over the padd as he headed for the door. “Brain tissue sample?”

“It’s painless. Really. Now off you go!”



Hours later, Peterman was sitting around the conference table at the senior staff meeting, staring at the stars that streaked past the ship.

“So are we all ready for the Bermuda Expanse?” Baxter asked, pivoting in his chair to face Tilleran.

“Yes, the labs are all standing by,” Tilleran said, shooting a nervous glance at Peterman. “We’ll be requesting some additional resources from engineering for the duration of the study…”

“That’s fine,” Burley said boredly, leaning on her arms. “Can I go? I’ve got a million things to do down in Engineering.”

“No,” Baxter said. “These staff meetings are important. They’re our chance to catch up, evaluate, see what everyone’s up to.”

“And also, it makes him feel ‘in charge,’” Richards added with a chuckle.

“I AM in charge!” Baxter snapped.

“I know,” Richards said. “You’re a very good captain.”

“Don’t patronize me.”

“Are we done?” Peterman said. “I want to go check on Howie’s brain.”

“We’re not…messing with it, are we?” Baxter asked. “I like the new Howie. He’s efficient. He doesn’t wet himself. There’s no screaming. It’s delightful.”

“It’s damn suspicious, is what it is,” Peterman said, tapping her chin thoughtfully. “And I intend to get to the bottom of it.”

“Fine, just don’t reverse it,” Baxter said, meriting a glance from Tilleran.

“May I be excused?” she asked, shifting back from her seat.

“Nobody gives a damn about what I have to say, do they?” Baxter asked. “Yeah, fine. Meeting dismissed.”

“I care, sweetie,” Peterman said. “I think it was a great meeting.”

“What am I supposed to do, have it catered?” Baxter muttered and shifted out of his chair, heading with Peterman out to the bridge.

Tilleran was waiting right by the door.

“Counselor!” Tilleran said. “Do you, uh, want to share a turbolift belowdecks?”

“Sure,” Peterman said. “Actually, you may have a good perspective on this Sefelt thing…”

“That’s what I’m hoping.”

As the pair walked to the turbolift, and Baxter and Richards made their way down to the command area, a beep sounded at J’hana’s panel.

“Sir, we’re getting a distress call from our colony on Montavius Six.” J’hana glanced at the readout. “Apparently, they’re running low on packing mulch for their capital city garden.”

“And that merits a distress call?” Richards asked.

“They’re antsy,” J’hana said. “We’re the closest ship.”

“We’ve got a date with the Bermuda Expanse,” Baxter said. “Pass it off to somebody else. I don’t have time to haul mulch.”

“Wait,” Peterman said, stepping toward the middle of the bridge. “Commander Tilleran, you’ll have to go on without me. Andy, can I see you in the ready room?”

“I’ll wait for you, Counselor,” Tilleran said, folding and unfolding her arms, looking a bit antsy herself.

“No, this may take a bit,” Peterman said, motioning Tilleran off, and leading Baxter back to his office.

“What is it,” Baxter said, ducking into the ready room and plopping on the couch. “Do I have something on the front of my uniform again?” He looked down. “Because if I do, it’s right beneath my chin, in that blind spot I can’t see. But I haven’t had anything with cheese today, so that’s weird…”

“No,” Peterman said. “It’s not a stain…” She glanced at Baxter’s uniform. “At least, not any new ones. Look, I just got a brilliant idea!”

“Casual Friday on the bridge? I love it!”

“Um…no, that’s not it at all. What if we sent the Escort to deliver the mulch!”

“Why?” Baxter cocked his head. “And, come to think of it, why is a planet asking a starship in deep space to bring them mulch? Isn’t the planet pretty much…made of that?”

“A fascinating question for another time,” Peterman said. “I think you should send the Escort to Montavius. And I think you should put Howie Sefelt in command.”

Baxter looked at Peterman as if she’d suddenly sprouted tentacles. “Command the Escort? Sefelt? He’s never even led an away tem! He’s never led the Friday night conga line in the Constellation Club!”

“Which is exactly why he needs the practice.”

“He’ll crack under the pressure.”

“That’s the idea. I want to see if this fearless persona of his holds up in a stressful situation.”

“Yeah, and delivering mulch is really going to measure that for you.”

“If Howie’s…still Howie, then even looking at mulch is going to measure that for me.”

“Hmm,” Baxter said. “Fair point.”

“One of two things will happen: Either he’ll fold like cheap Tholian silk, which will prove that he hasn’t changed permanently, or he’ll do a fantastic job, in which case we suddenly added another capable officer. So…bonus!”

“That would make at least one capable officer,” Baxter mused.

“Well, what do you think?”

“It’s worth a try. Set it up.”

Peterman clapped. “Yay! Therapy with real life applications! That never happens.”

“Just one thing. Considering that we’re not sure whether Howie will crack under the pressure or not…”

Peterman leaned over and kissed Baxter on the forehead. “Yes?”

“You’ve got to go with him.”



“This is highly irregular,” Chaka’kan said, watching as crew from cargo services shoveled piles of mulch from his garden-in-progress in the arboretum. “On whose authority…”

“Captain’s orders,” said Brock Bartrum, hefting a sack of mulch on his back and tossing it onto the antigrav cart. “Fifty bags, all for emergency shipment to the Montavius system.”

“You realize of course that, wherever we plan on taking these supplies, it will likely be a planet, which almost certainly has…its OWN mulch!”

“Just following the captain’s orders,” Brock said, and loaded up another bag of mulch. “We’ll be out of your hair soon. Relax.”

“I don’t have any hair.”

“In that case, we’ll be out of your deadly spikes soon. How’s that?”

“Much more accurate, at least,” Chaka said thoughtfully.



“This is it! This is my chance to advance through the ranks!” Howie Sefelt announced, pacing eagerly in Natheena Sparks’ quarters.

“You think? I mean, is it that easy to move up in Starfleet?” Sparks asked, pushing strands of straight hair out of her face as she leaned back on her desk. The message light was still blinking, but was hardly on her mind. With the new, improved Howie Sefelt, and a mission aboard the Escort SHE was invited on…the possibilities were endless.

“If you know the right people, and do your job effectively, yes,” Sefelt replied.

“I’ve got to say, I’m not sure what happened, but you seem like…a…” Sparks searched for the words. “Changed man.”

“I feel like one,” Sefelt said. “And Sickbay couldn’t find a thing to the contrary. No weird brain lesions. No odd neurological disorders. I’m free of all brain ailments! And this is coming from a doctor who’s married to a guy with tons of brain ailments…”

“That’s a relief,” Sparks said thoughtfully.

“Anyway, it feels good to know I’ll finally start making a difference on the Explorer. You realize this opens up so many possibilities…”

“I know,” Sparks said, and stepped closer to Sefelt, who slid his arms around her waist.

“Many…delicious possibilities.”

“You’re not afraid of germs?” Sparks asked as Sefelt leaned in to kiss her.

“Not in the slightest.”

Maybe the new Howie wasn’t so bad.



“Mom…please! I think it’ll be a great chance to learn about Starfleet,” Plato pleaded, following Browning from table to table as she got the place settings ready for her dinner crowd.

“Why would you want to learn about Starfleet? You’re not interested in joining.”

“Could be fun,” Plato shrugged. “It’ll keep me off the streets!”

Browning stood up. “What streets? We live on a starship.”

“You know what I mean. You know I’ve been kind of…directionless…for the past few years.”

“You were basically a toddler a few years ago.”

“And how time flies!” Plato said, and rushed up to Browning. “Don’t you see? This is my chance to find myself. To figure out if I can handle adversity on my own. It’ll be great!”

Browning cocked her head as she stared at Plato. “This is about a girl, isn’t it?”

“N-no it’s not!” he said, shifting on his feet.

“Oh, it is!” she said, throwing her arms around him. “Oh, that’s so cute. You’ve got a little crush, eh?”

“Well, maybe…”

Browning kept squeezing. “And it’s not Lieutenant Commander Burley anymore, right? Because she’s got an omnipotent husband…and she’s pretty dangerous too.”

“No,” Plato said, breaking the hug and staring earnestly at his mother. “Just…Mom, just please do this for me. I don’t ask for much.”

Browning tapped her chin. “I have to admit, asking is a lot better than stealing a ship like you did last year.’

“See! I’m making improvements!”

“That you are.” Browning shrugged. “Okay. Let me talk to Aunt Kelly. If she agrees to watch over you, I’ll do it.”

“Yay!” Plato said, and dashed for the door. “Wait till I tell Na….whoever I end up telling!”

Browning shook her head. “A hopeless romantic, just like his mother. That reminds me…” She turned and headed for the terminal in her kitchen. She had a message from Pogo she needed to return.



“Plato? You think that’s wise?” Baxter asked as he hitched Steffie on his hip and walked with Peterman to the Escort airlock.

“Janice says he wants to learn more about Starfleet,” Peterman said, her eyes shifting a bit. “Which I think is noble.”

“I’m surprised Janice wants him anywhere near a Starfleet mission.”

“Well, it’s not like we’re off to a massive space battle,” Peterman said.

“True,” Baxter said. “You might end up being safer on the Escort, based on our track record with the Bermuda Expanse.”

Peterman came to a stop at the airlock and turned to face Baxter. She put a hand on his face. “Well, don’t go getting sucked into the Delta Quadrant again.”

“I’ll never stray from you. And even if I do, I promise not to visit Beldana while I’m there.”

“Let’s hope not,” Peterman smiled, and leaned in to kiss him.

“Smoochie!” Steffie said, clapping her hands.

“Yeah, and one for you,” Peterman said, leaning over to kiss Steffie on the cheek. “Be good for Daddy! And Daddy…no nights at the Constellation Club while I’m gone. Richard Simmons will be watching you.”

“I like when you call me Daddy,” Baxter said thoughtfully, hefting Steffie on his hip.

“Let’s not analyze that right now,” Peterman said, slinging her small duffle on her shoulder and turning to the airlock.

“Wait up, Counselor!” Tilleran called out, jogging down the corridor.

“Commander, something you need?” Baxter asked.

“Request permission to join the Escort crew,” Tilleran said breathlessly, looking from Peterman to Baxter.

Baxter shared a glance with Peterman. “Why would you want to?”

Tilleran bit her lip thoughtfully. “Well…I didn’t want to get into it. But there’ve been some…problems…with Cadet Sparks. I want to make sure she follows through on her assignments.”

“I’m not sure our science officer will be doing much on a mulch delivery mission,” Peterman said.

“And I need you here. We’re going into the Bermuda Expanse,” Baxter said.

“I wasn’t even on the bridge the first time we went into the Bermuda Expanse,” Tilleran pointed out.

“Yeah. And look where that got us!” Baxter exclaimed. “Discussion over. I’m afraid I can’t spare you, Commander. Return to your post.”

Tilleran’s eyes darkened a moment, and she stared at Baxter and Peterman long and hard. She worked her jaw thoughtfully, seeming to come to a decision. “Captain, I really think you should reconsider…”

Baxter’s eyes glazed a bit, and he cocked his head. “You know. You’re right. Lieutenant Elton can handle sciences for a while.”

“Thanks! I really appreciate it. Let’s go, Counselor,” Tilleran said, hitching her arm with Peterman, who looked at her oddly.

“Um…okay,” Peterman said, glancing back at Baxter as Tilleran tugged her through the airlock..

“Good luck!” Baxter waved, as the airlock wooshed closed. He watched through the window as the airlock corridor, as usual, began to turn, until Peterman and Tilleran were upside down. Such was the cost of having your scout ship mounted to the hull upside-down. But, Baxter reasoned, it was certainly a sleeker look.

“Let’s see mommy take off!” Baxter said, carrying Steffie down the corridor to the foreward observation lounge. He liked to watch the Escort launch from here…especially during those times when someone wasn’t trying to steal it.



“Ah, Counselor. I was wondering if you’d show.” Peterman stepped onto the Escort’s bridge and found Sefelt seated in the command chair, looking far too natural and commanding for her comfort. “We were about to leave without you.”

“Seeing as I’m the ranking officer on this mission, I’d say that would be a bad thing,” Peterman said, stepping up next to the command chair on the crowded bridge. Tilleran followed behind her, taking a position in front of the master panel in the rear of the bridge. “But let’s get moving.”

“Yes, let’s,” Tilleran said, and felt Peterman’s suspicious glance. She busied herself studying the ship’s engine schematics.

“Of course,” Sefelt said, turning to the helm. “Cadet Mathers, detach umbilical and release docking clamps, please.”

At helm, Mathers did as he was told. Peterman, meanwhile, moved over to the empty tactical console, and shared a glance with Cadet Sparks, who sat patiently at sciences, hands folded atop her console.

“This’ll be fun,” Peterman said.

“We have a job to do, Counselor. Fun doesn’t enter into it,” Sefelt said, casting her a wry grin. “But we’ll try to have a little fun anyway.”

Just then, the aft doors cycled open, and Plato stepped onto the bridge. “Are we ready to go yet? Ship’s gravity or no ship’s gravity, I definitely feel like I’m upside down.”

“We were just about to give the word, Mister Plato,” Sefelt said, and punched a control on the chair arm. “Cadet Mathers, Engines ready?”

“Full power at your command, Lieutenant,” Mathers replied, as Nat Sparks gave Plato a questioning glance.

“Off to deliver mulch,” Sparks said quietly, as Sefelt nodded, pointing at the viewscreen.

“Cadet Mathers, engage!”

“Fun,” Peterman said, looking back at Tilleran, who seemed intent on the engine schematics.



THE NEXT DAY



“The Bermuda Expanse,” Baxter said, leaning back in the command chair and looking at the viewscreen at the roiling purple and green mass they’d visited so many times before.

“Yeah,” Richards said. “The Bermuda Expanse.”

“Commence scanning, J’hana,” Baxter said. “See if you find anything, you know…bad.”

“Need I remind the captain that there’s nothing for me to shoot at, at the moment?” J’hana piped up.

“No, because you already reminded me once,” Baxter muttered. “And once again, I’ll remind you that you’re scanning because there’s nothing for you to shoot at, so you might as well make yourself useful. Besides, Elton isn’t here because he…well sometimes he stares at me. I find him unsettling.”

“You would,” J’hana mused, plucking at her panel.

“This is what we call a science mission, J’hana. We’re EXPLORING. It’s what we do, remember? The ship’s kinda named after it.”

“Regardless, I am bored. Permission to go belowdecks.”

“Permission to go belowdecks, too, Captain,” Richards said quickly.

“Oh, for Pete’s…” Baxter looked back at J’hana. “Now see what you’ve made him do?”

“I did not make him do anything,” J’hana said, tapping at her panel. “Yet.”

“This is getting damned inconvenient.”

“I’ve got…paperwork,” Richards said, and rose, heading toward the turbolift.

“Yes. Me too,” J’hana said. “Have a day player take over the scanning.”

Baxter glanced back as Richards and J’hana ducked into the aft turbolift. “Is there anything else I can do for you two?”

“Yes. Send another crew person to join us.” She grinned toothily.

“Wait just a sec…” Richards began.

Baxter sighed. “Fine, go, get out of my hair already…permission granted.”

“Sir,” Madera spoke up. “The door’s already closed.”

“I know that,” Baxter snapped. “Eyes front, Lieutenant. Let me know the minute you see something lash out and try to destroy us.”

“That’ll be the first thing I do, sir.”

Baxter sighed. “At what point did I lose control?”

“You’ve still got me, Captain,” Madera replied encouragingly.

“And somehow I don’t feel at all comforted.”



“Just go over there,” Peterman said, drawing a knee to her chest as she scanned through her psychological journal, sipping Cardassian Seasonings Malevolent Mint tea.

“I don’t want to,” Plato said, staring down at his oatmeal in the Escort’s little grey mess hall.

“Why not?”

“She’s sitting with Sefelt. They’re…together.”

“Didn’t you know that before you signed on for this trip?”

“Yeah, but I figured I’d get some alone time with Nat, is all.”

“And you haven’t so far,” Peterman said, putting her knee down and leaning forward. “Or at least, you haven’t tried.”

“Something’s up with Sefelt,” Plato said ruefully glancing back at him. “He’s…too confident. He’s not scared, or whiny. It’s like he’s not himself or something.”

“I had him scanned pretty thoroughly. And interviewed him.” She shrugged. “It’s odd, I know. But people do have a way of changing, if you give them time.”

“Yeah, but do they change so…suddenly.”

“Sometime, if given the right provocation. Maybe something just…clicked for him.”

Plato leaned forward on his arms. “Lucky him.”

“Listen,” Peterman said, taking Plato’s hands and leaning toward him. “You’re a great catch. You’ll find someone. It might not be Nat Sparks, but it’ll be someone special. And you’ll look back on this moment and laugh about how you once actually cared about who Nat Sparks was talking to.”

“Unless it’s Nat Sparks I end up with.”

“Well, anything’s possible, I suppose.”

“Be ready, Counselor. You’ll have to deal with the same kind of thing with your daughter, eventually.”

“That’s a long way off,” Peterman said with a wry grin. “And I’m glad it is. I don’t think I could handle the idea of some…boy…plotting to sweep my daughter off her feet.”

“I’m not plotting,” Plato said. “I’m…planning.”

“Well, all good plans eventually result in some sort of action.” Peterman picked her padd back up. “You should talk to her, if for no other reason than to clear the air. My guess is, things are somewhat…vague between you two.”

“Your guess is right,” Plato sighed, and stared into his bowl of oatmeal.

Peterman glanced down at his bowl. “You going to eat that or not?”

“I don’t think so. It’s peach and…well it kind of looks like one of my relatives.”

“Oh. Sorry. Maybe you should get some eggs instead,” Peterman said, glancing up as Tilleran walked into the room. She locked eyes with Peterman, then immediately turned toward Sefelt, touching his shoulder.

Sefelt glanced back at her questioningly, then stood, and followed her toward the door.

“Now’s your chance,” Peterman said, but couldn’t take her eyes off Tilleran.

“All hands, this is Cadet Mathers,” the helmsman announced over the loudspeakers. “We’re now approaching Montavius. Please report to the bridge.”

Peterman glanced around the little mess hall. “Aren’t we all hands?”

“Yes, and a fine crew we are,” Sefelt said. “Sorry, Commander Tilleran. Our conversation will have to wait until hater. Destiny awaits us. Shall we?”

“Yeah,” Plato nodded, and sat in his chair, watching as Peterman, Sparks, Tilleran, and Sefelt left the room. Sparks gave him a quick glance as she left. “Destiny awaits.”



“Pretty. Kind of bluish,” Peterman said, folding her arms and staring at Montavius Six on the Escort’s little viewscreen.

“No matter. They need our help,” Sefelt said, leaning forward earnestly.

“They need our mulch,” Peterman corrected. “It’s not exactly like there’s a hostile alien fleet in orbit.”

“Nevertheless,” Sefelt said, watching the planet grow larger on the viewscreen. “Cadet Mathers, standard orbit.”

“Aye sir,” Mathers said, tapping on his panel and looking up at the viewscreen.

“We’re being hailed by the Montavian colonial authority, How…” Sparks began, then stopped herself. “I mean, Lieutenant Sefelt.”

“Very well. Let’s see what they have to say. On screen.”

A husky, grey-haired man with a beard appeared on the screen, and nodded discretely. “Greetings from the planet Montavius. I am Colonial Governor Corin Hapley.”

“Greetings,” Sefelt replied smoothly. “I’m Lieutenant Howard Sefelt, U.S.S. Escort, on detached duty from the U.S.S. Explorer, United Federation of Planets.”

“They’re in the Federation too, Howie. It’s our colony.”

“Yes,” Sefelt said. “Ready to assist you. How can we be of help?”

“Well…” the older man said, glancing off-screen. “We could certainly use some mulch.”

“Just so happens we brought some with us, Governor,” Sefelt said with a grin. “We’ll arrange to have it beamed down. Stand by while we…”

“Actually…” Hapley broke in. “We’d prefer if you delivered it personally.”

“Personally?” Sefelt said. “But that’s somewhat irregular. We usually would just beam…”

“It’s colony policy. A bureaucratic matter, I assure you.”

“Mute,” Tilleran snapped, stepping up next to Peterman. Sparks muted the comm channel. “Something’s off. He’s…nervous.”

“You can feel that from here?” Peterman asked.

“I’m sensitive today,” Tilleran replied. “He’s hiding something.”

“He just looks like a guy who really needs some mulch, to me,” Sefelt said.

“Still, I don’t feel good about it. I’ll go down with you.”

“Me too,” Peterman said, looking at Tilleran.

“Not a good idea, Counselor,” Tilleran said. “If my hunch is right, matters could devolve into something messy down there…”

“And you could use a counselor to reason your way out of things diplomatically. We don’t have J’hana with us, so blasting our way out is not really an option.”

Tilleran stared at Peterman a moment. “If you get hurt, I won’t hear the end of it from the Captain.”

“It’s my prerogative. I am the senior officer here.”

Tilleran sighed. “Yes. But you spend your days with appointments. You only come to the bridge when you get bored!”

“Yes. And I’ve been bored longer than anyone else on this ship, so what I say goes!” Peterman snapped.

Tilleran looked at her oddly, considering her words. She gave Peterman a long hard look, then shook her head, as if to clear it. “Very well. I see there’s no…changing your mind. Mister Sefelt, inform the governor we’re both going down there.”

“Suits me fine,” Sefelt said.



Peterman, Sefelt, and Tilleran, along with six cubic tons of mulch, materialized a few minutes later in the lobby of the Gubernatorial complex on Montavius Six.

They soon saw Governor Hapley coming down the hall toward them, a pair of bodyguards at his side.

“Welcome!” he said, clapping his hands together eagerly. His eyes widened as he saw the cargo containers behind them. “You brought my mulch!”

“As requested,” Sefelt replied, stepping forward to shake Hapley’s hand. “I’m guessing you have a gardening emergency?”

“Something like that,” Hapley said. “Can I interest any of you in a drink?”

“No,” Tilleran said, taking a look at Hapley. “I think we’ll just be on our way. We’ve made the delivery, after all.”

Hapley stared back at Tilleran. “Yes. Well, if you’re in a hurry, I understand.”

“This is a trap,” Tilleran said, matter-of-factly.

“Yes,” Hapley replied, equally matter-of-factly.

“What about the mulch?” Peterman asked.

“Oh, we definitely need it.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “We need it bad. We had no choice. I’m sorry…”

Sefelt glanced between them. “Sefelt to Escort. We have a…”

But Hapley’s guards lifted their weapons and shot Tilleran, then Sefelt, then Peterman, felling all three in a matter of seconds.

“Take their badges. Then bring them below,” Hapley instructed their guards.



“Plato?” Cadet Sparks asked, looking back from the center seat.

Plato stepped forward from the aft bridge entrance and looked around. “Yeah. Just checking to see if you were hungry. If you needed a snack, or something…”

“I’m on duty.”

“Well, you could be working up an appetite…”

“I’m in command of the bridge,” Sparks said. “And even though it’s just the Escort, and it might not be a big deal to you…”

“Wait,” Mathers said, and glanced up from his panel. “I don’t have the away team anymore.”

Sparks turned. “What do you mean you don’t have them?”

“They’re not on our sensors anymore. The colony…raised some kind of jamming field.”

Sparks stood up reflexively. “What? Hail them.”

“Open.”

“Montavius Colony,” Sparks said, as Plato stepped up beside her. “This is the U.S.S. Escort. Please respond.”

Cadet Mathers glanced back, shaking his head.

“Well, trace the jamming field back to its source.”

“Umm…”

“What is it, Colby?”

“It doesn’t seem like the source is on the planet at all. Matter of fact, it looks like it’s in orbit…”

“Red Alert,” Sparks said. “Raise shields and prepare for…”

“Natheena!” Mathers pointed at the viewscreen, as a ripple cascaded in front of them.

Plato watched, mouth gaping. “Is that what I think it is?”

Sparks nodded dumbly. “Yeah…”



“Wake up, sweetheart,” a voice cooed in Peterman’s ear.

She rolled over. “Andy, stop, that tickles…”

She opened her eyes, and immediately scrambled backwards against the wall, eyes going wide. “FICKER!”

Alvin Ficker stared inquisitively at her as she moved to the back of her little below-ground cell. He stood and wiped off the knees of his uniform pants, and looked around. “Nice place you have here.”

“Wh…what do you want?” Peterman asked, glancing around her cell, and seeing through the bars that Tilleran and Sefelt were unconscious in adjacent cells.

“Peace in the galaxy,” Ficker replied quickly, as if that response had been rehearsed. He glanced around. “You.”

“Well…the peace thing sounds okay to me. But right now, what I want is to know why you’re here…”

“No, you misunderstand me. I want peace in the galaxy. And I want you. And, come to think of it, I also want credit for bringing peace to the galaxy. You know, for posterity.”

Peterman leaned forward, putting her feet down and resting her hands on her knees. “You know how often I’ve had to talk my husband out of blowing you sky high?”

“Please,” Ficker said. “That would require him first finding my ship, and then defeating it in combat. But that’s neither here nor there. I’m so over him.”

“Then why did you capture us?”

“Well, initially, I intended to collect some more officers. Luring a Starfleet ship to an unassuming colony seemed to be the best way to do that. Then when I realized it was the Escort that would be coming, I figured it would be a great chance to dialogue with you people. You know, clear the air a little.”

“Not sure that’s possible,” Peterman said. “Starfleet Intelligence is hunting you down. My husband plans to be in the front row of your tribunal. You’re going to be put away for a long, long time.”

“Starfleet’s so narrow-minded, though,” Ficker said. “Me, I’m a broad thinker. I see great potential in our weakest links. Those who would be thrown away, relegated to bit roles. They’re the stars, Kelly. You and I know it.”

“The Explorer crew does all right,” Peterman said. “We’ve learned a few things.”

Ficker stepped closer, leaning to face Peterman. “But I could teach you so much more.”

Peterman gritted her teeth. “If you’re such a great guy, then why resort to tactics like this to collect more followers? Shouldn’t they be joining you in droves?”

“True change is never easy,” Ficker said. “It was hard at first, you know, to get other planets to join the Federation. But they did, in time. They saw it was wise. Soon enough, my influence will spread. But until then, some subterfuge is necessary. I’m sure you understand.”

“I don’t. But it doesn’t matter. The Explorer is probably already on her way.”

“My dear, that’s exactly what I was hoping you’d say.” Ficker tapped her on the head, and turned to head away. Another officer in a Starfleet uniform opened the door, and stared at Peterman a moment as Ficker walked out.

“Ensign…whoever you are…you realize what this guy is doing is crazy, right?” Peterman asked.

“He’s got a plan,” the younger boy said simply, and closed the door, locking it.

“Yeah, but what is it,” Peterman said softly.



“But that’s the ship Uncle Andy was talking about, the Idlewild…” Plato said, leaning toward Sparks. “It’s Ficker’s ship!”

“Yeah. Not many other Federation ships have cloaking devices,” Sparks said. “You really need to get belowdecks, Plato.”

“I want to stay with you,” Plato replied.

“I’m touched,” Sparks said. “But you’ve got to go.”

“U.S.S. Escort,” a voice called out over the bridge speakers. “This is Commander Roland Worthy, First Officer of the Idlewild. I hearby order you to lower your shields and beam aboard.”

“Um…not likely,” Sparks replied. “L-lower your jamming field immediately so we can beam our away team back up.”

“Your away team is in our custody. And our ship is bigger than yours. Any other questions?”

“N-no…” Sparks tugged on either side of her hair, pullling it down in front of her face. “I…”

“Mute,” Plato said, and Mathers did so.

“You can’t tell him what to do. You’re not even in Starfleet!” Sparks protested.

“Yeah, but we’re friends,” Plato said, eliciting a shrug from Mathers.

“Okay,” Sparks said. “So I’m assuming you’ve got an idea?”

“Well…there’s one thing our ship can do that theirs can’t,” Plato said.

A slow smile spread across Sparks’ face. She looked at Mathers. “Hey, Colby…how are you with crash protocol?”

Mathers turned in his seat. “Um…why do you ask?”



Tilleran’s eyes fluttered open, and she rubbed her temples, leaning up on one elbow. She was in a holding cell, that much was certain. Below ground, definitely. She looked to her right, and saw Kelly Peterman, pacing, back to her, mumbling to herself.

She turned the other way, and not surprisingly, found Howie Sefelt on his back, peacefully unconscious, in the cell on the other side of her.

Glancing again at Peterman, she gently rolled off her cot and crawled, ever so quietly, to the other side of her cell, leaning against the bars.

“Howie…” she whispered. “You awake?”

The lieutenant twitched a bit, but remained unconscious.

Peterman’s mind was an open book. Her thoughts spilled out sloppily, hurriedly, angrily.

Ficker.

He was on this planet; he orchestrated the whole thing. Probably had the colony leadership hostage, his ship cloaked in orbit. He’d done more than a little to rattle Peterman.

Beneath that, though, she found something she’d suspected all day: Peterman was on to her. She didn’t know the particulars, but she suspected something was off with Tilleran, and that it might have something to do with Sefelt’s newfound confidence.

But this wasn’t the time to reverse anything. Tilleran had been trying to do so this entire trip, and had been interrupted at every turn. That could be blamed on the close quarters of the Escort.

But now they were captured, in unfamiliar territory, and she couldn’t afford a panicking Sefelt, adding a seriously unstable element to the equation. She needed him.

Just then, the doors to the cell block swung open, and Governor Hapley jogged in.

“I’m glad to see you’re awake,” he said to Tilleran, looking also to Peterman. “You’ve got to help me.”

“Yeah, we’re real inclined to help you right now, Buddy,” Peterman said, and glanced sidelong at Tilleran. “Wait. How long have you been awake?”

“Just a moment,” Tilleran said, grabbing a cell bar and pulling herself up by it. “Governor, the Counselor has a point. Why should we help you?”

“This whole thing was engineered by that Ficker fellow. He has my home surrounded. Has guards in my office. He’s…they’re Starfleet officers. Why are you people attacking each other?”

“He’s a…” Tilleran looked at Peterman. “Renegade.”

“He’s not to be trusted,” Peterman said, returning Tilleran’s glance. “You need to let us go so we can get out of here and stop Ficker.”

“That was precisely my idea. But you have to promise me…promise me that nobody here will be harmed.”

“We’ll do our best,” Peterman said.

“Do you have access to weapons?” asked Tilleran.

“Ficker’s people took them all,” replied Hapley.

“That’s all right,” Tilleran said, pushing up her sleeves. “We won’t be needing weapons.”

“Ariel…” Peterman began. “This is not a good…”

“Unlock our cells,” Tilleran said, looking earnestly at Hapley. “Counselor, wake Lieutenant Sefelt. Stay behind me.”

“Are you sure about this?” Hapley asked.

“Do you want our help or not?”

Hapley nodded. “Yes. But I also want the mulch.”

Tilleran rolled her eyes. “You can keep the fwarking mulch. Now let us out.”



Plato gripped the command chair with both hands as Sparks sat in it, digging her fingers into the chair arms, as the atmosphere of Montavius Six swung ominously into view.

“We’re approaching on an angle of Z-minus two,” Mathers said. “Hull temperature rising quickly.”

“Reinforce shields to that area,” Sparks replied.

“Idlewild is in pursuit, weapons hot,” Mathers said, his voice shaking.

Sparks sighed. “This is no good. Colby, you’ve been trained on tactical. Move back there, and I’ll take the helm.”

“Are you sure?”

“Just move!” Sparks urged, pushing out of the command chair.

“Where do you want me?” Plato asked.

“The command chair. It has a seatbelt. You’re gonna need it.” Sparks moved to the helm chair as Mathers sidled over to tactical.

“Yes!” Plato said, and sat down, punching a control as four straps shot out from the tops and bottom of the chair, belting him in snugly. “This must be what it feels like to be the captain!”

“Yeah, but he doesn’t wear his seatbelt,” Sparks said, nosing the Escort down into the Montavius atmosphere and diverting more power to shields. “Anyways, Starfleet isn’t for everyone. It’s risky.”

“It’s for you though.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Idlewild closing to weapons range…” Colby said, his voice really shaking now.

“But when you came to the Explorer, you were shy…you were so quiet…”

“I still am, whenever possible,” Sparks said, pushing hair out of her face and knotting it into a ponytail. “But sometimes, the situation calls for something else. You’ve got to adapt.”

“Where’d you learn that? Some class at the academy?”

“No,” Sparks said, and smiled wryly. “From watching your friends on the Explorer. Hold on.”

The Escort, flames licking at her hull, dove down, streaking through the cloud cover, and heading, like a comet, toward the surface of Montavius Six, just as phasers lanced out from the pursuing Idlewild.



“Are you crazy? Don’t shoot!”

Roland Worthy stroked his dark goatee as he stared at the viewscreen. His eyes kind of stared at everything, unfeeling, like a shark’s. His features bespoke someone with no social graces. He glanced back at the source of the panicked voice and chuckled. “You’re in no position to give orders on this ship, Cadet. You’re here at the Captain’s pleasure.”

“He’s right about one thing,” the lieutenant at tactical spoke up. “The hull’s heating up. And a Sabre-class ship isn’t built for atmospheric entry below this altitude.”

“So you just want to turn around, just like the cowards Starfleet thinks we are?”

“Starfleet doesn’t think I’m a coward,” the ensign at helm said. “I just flunked my officer’s exam.”

“I hoard potatoes,” the lieutenant at tactical said. “Lots of them. And I scream in my sleep.”

“I know, Angelina, believe me, I know.”

Cadet Ethan Piper stepped down from the aft decks and approached the taller Worthy, looking up into his eyes. “This is just wrong. One Starfleet ship shouldn’t fire on another! I have friends aboard!”

“You abandoned those friends when you chose to come here, Mister Piper,” Worthy said. “I doubt they’d have you back, any way. And in any event, as our good Captain has reminded us, our mission requires us to operate outside the law for now. It’s essential, if we’re to prove our point.”

“That rejects can function in society?” Piper asked, and laughed. “Don’t you see the irony here? We’re proving right now that we CAN’T function in society!”

“Silence yourself and return to your post, or I’ll remove you from the bridge. And believe me, when he returns, Captain Ficker WILL hear about this.” He pivoted to face helm. “Ensign Kalvert, pull back and return to a stable orbit. We’ll wait until the Escort tries to take off, then we’ll immobilize them.”

“We’re going about this all the wrong way,” Piper said, folding his arms, and marching back to the science console.

“Says you,” Worthy muttered.



“I like this office. It’s understated, yet classy,” Ficker said, puffing at a cigar as he leaned back in the governor’s chair. “When will the governor be back, Mister Snodgrass?”

“He said he just had to check on the mulch,” the narrow, pointy- featured ensign said, standing next to Ficker.

“Did we have him followed?”

“You didn’t ask us to.”

Ficker looked up at him. “I certainly did.”

“Oh. If you did, I forgot.”

Ficker shoved his cigar in the ashtray on the desk. “Do I have to do everything around here? Damn it, Snodgrass, you’re the first person I recruited. I expect you, of all people, to understand my teachings. To live them!”

“Yeah, I don’t know what that means,” Snodgrass said, rubbing his head.

“Idiots!” Ficker exclaimed, rising to his feet and heading for the door. “C’mon with me, Snodgrass. You too Blair, Finnerty.”

They hadn’t even reached the door when it was kicked open. Tilleran stood there, with Peterman, cradling a woozy Sefelt, behind her.

Her eyes blazed extra black. She stared at Ficker. “You wanted to elicit a response from Starfleet?”

“I was hoping to,” Ficker said sheepishly. “Why, you have one for me?”

“Yeah,” she said, and stepped toward him, staring deeply into his eyes.

“Um, Ariel…” Peterman began.

Ficker clutched at his head. “Wha…no…no that’s not pretty! Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh! No, that’s definitely not pretty! Stop hurting me!”

“You’ll release us. You’ll let us go. And you’ll stop bothering us,” Tilleran ordered.

“Stop bothering you,” Ficker muttered, falling to his knees. His other officers came at Tilleran, raising their weapons. She gave a glance at each of them, who looked at each other, screaming, then ran in opposite directions, smashing into the walls of the office.

Peterman stepped forward and took Tilleran’s shoulder, as she stared at Ficker writhing on the floor.

“Ariel….” she said. “Stop…”

Tilleran turned to look at Peterman. “Quiet!”

Peterman blinked. “What’s gotten into you?”

“Are we in trouble?” Sefelt asked dizzily, sagging against Peterman. “Where are we? Why are we here? How’d we get here?”

“Shush,” Peterman said. “We’ll have this all sorted out in a min…”

Suddenly the whine of a transporter beam sounded throughout the room, and Peterman, Tilleran, and Sefelt disappeared in a flicker of blue.



“…the hell happened?” Peterman asked, running out onto the bridge, followed by Sefelt and Tilleran.

Sparks looked up from the helm console. “The Idlewild happened,” she said. “Grab a seat. I’m taking us out of the atmosphere, and it’s gonna get bumpy…”

“Out! Shoo!” Peterman said, waving Plato out of the command chair, and moved over to it, as Tilleran sat down at sciences.

“They Idlewild is closing,” she said. “Mathers, reinforce power to shields and weapons.”

“I don’t know where to sit,” Sefelt said, looking around, scratching his stomach.

“Just grab onto something, Howie,” Peterman called out.

“Yeah,” Howie said, looking back at a railing along the rear of the bridge. “Grab.”

On the viewscreen, the Idlewild loomed, its weapons ports glowing.

“Evasive maneuvers, Cadet Sparks,” said Peterman. “They may be better at…well, everything else. But we have maneuverability.”

“I’m pretty sure they have that too,” Sparks said.

“Is that…” Sefelt squinted at the viewscreen. “Is that the Idlewild?”

“Yeah,” Peterman said.

“And we’re getting closer,” Sparks said. “Weapons range in two minutes.”

“Increase speed to full impulse once we clear the atmosphere. Then steer hard to port.”

“Oh my gosh,” Sefelt said. “They’re gonna shoot at us!”

“Yeah, nothing you haven’t faced before, right Howie?” Sparks asked.

“No…well I…I don’t know…”

Tilleran glanced back at Sefelt. “Oh…oh my Gods…it’s wearing off!”

Peterman stared at Tilleran, and was apparently the only one who heard her. “What’s wearing off?”

“Nothing!”

The Escort shot out of the Montavius atmosphere, headed right for the Idlewild.

“Now, Sparks,” Peterman called out. “Turn. Turn!”

On command, the Escort banked to port on a wing, and increased speed. The Idlewild pivoted, giving chase.

“We’re getting instructions to stand down,” Mathers said from tactical.

“Weapons analysis…wait, nevermind, I don’t want to hear it,” Peterman said. “I probably won’t understand most of it, and none of it’ll be good anyway.”

“Y-you’re right about that,” Mathers said, gulping.

“Ahhhhhhhhhhhhh! We’re all going to die!” Sefelt cried out, leaping at Peterman and wrapping his arms around her. “SAVE ME, COUNSELOR! SAVE ME!”

“Howie?” Sparks asked, perplexed.

“That’s my boy,” Petersen sighed.

Tilleran looked at her screens. “Wait a sec. The Idlewild is slowing down. She’s powering down weapons and heading back to Montavius…”

“Wonder why?” Peterman asked, though, looking at Tilleran, she had a pretty good idea.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58270.6. Having finished the majority of our scans of the Bermuda Expanse, and finding not a freaking thing, we’re making a beeline for the Montavius system, where, apparently, my wife and several members of my crew were nearly nabbed by Alvin Ficker. Kelly says there’s an explanation for the whole thing, but she wants to wait to speak with me in person.

Whatever it is, odds are it isn’t good. And this is reason number nine thousand why I’m going to kick every inch of Alvin Ficker’s ass the first chance I get.



“The Explorer’ll be here soon,” Peterman said, sitting on the couch in the captain’s office/quarters, sipping a hot tea and staring into its steam.

“That’s…good,” Tilleran said, standing by the door, arms folded. “Did you have a good conversation with Captain Baxter?”

“I told him Ficker is crazier than we thought, and that he still has a thing for me, and that he almost destroyed the Escort and took us hostage. So, no, it was not a particularly good conversation.”

“Did you discuss…details?” Tilleran asked, leaning against the door jamb.

“No,” Peterman said. “I was waiting until he got here. We shouldn’t keep the subspace channel open long. The Idlewild might still be nearby, and still be tracking us.”

“They’re long gone,” Tilleran said. “I’d know if they were near, I think.”

“About that…” Peterman said. “What happened between you and Ficker…”

“I was simply protecting us. We had no weapons, so…I guess you’d say I used my head.” She gave a hollow chuckle.

“The same way you used it on Howie Sefelt?”

“Wh-what do you mean?”

“During the trip to the Pleasure Magnet…I hear from Cadet Sparks that he panicked, much as he has so many times before, just like he did earlier today. But that you and he got into some king of physical altercation…”

“Yeah,” Tilleran said. “We were all under the influence of that magnet. It was making us do things we might not have normally done.”

“Commander,” Peterman said, turning to Tilleran. “Are you abusing your telepathic powers?”

“Yes,” Tilleran said, simply. “I…it started so innocently. Just getting a couple people to do the things I wanted. If an ensign was mad about her shift being changed, I made her happy. If someone was having a bad day, I made it better. Just a tweak, here or there. It’s harmless.”

“You’ve got to stop,” Peterman said. “Forgetting for a moment all of the ethical problems, it’s just not good for you. This kind of abuse of power becomes addictive real quick.”

“I can control it.”

“That’s what all addicts say.”

“But I know I can,” Tilleran said, approaching Peterman, pleading. “Please. I need this. You saw how it came in handy today. Imagine the weapon I can be…an instrument of change, an instrument of good. I can help everyone…”

“I’m sorry, but I’ve got to talk to Andy. We need to get you help.”

“No,” Tilleran said softly.

“I’m not asking permission,” Peterman said. “This is what we have to do. Please don’t fight me on this.”

Tilleran waved a hand across Peterman’s face. “No. There’s no problem. We’re not discussing this anymore. You don’t even know what we’re discussing.”

Peterman blinked, smiling politely. “I’m sorry, Commander. I trailed off there for a second. What were we talking about?”

“Nothing in particular,” Tilleran said, and smiled. It actually felt really good getting all that off her chest, even if Peterman would never remember what happened. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m off to the bridge.”

“Sure,” Peterman said, and returned to her tea. “Boy, I’m a real airhead today.”



“I’m sorry,” Sparks said from the top bunk of the tiny cabin on the Escort. “I really like you, Howie. I really do. But you keep changing…so quickly. I don’t know who you are right now.”

“That makes two of us,” Sefelt said. “I mean, one minute, I’m unstoppable, then next minute I’m…”

“The same old Howie I first met. The one I liked so much,” Sparks said, finishing his thought. “But you’re dealing with a lot of…fears, I know. And I am too. And I’m afraid we just can’t deal with them together.”

“I was afraid you’d say that.”

Sparks stared at the ceiling of her bunk and sighed. Throughout this courtship from Plato and Sefelt, an inescapable conclusion finally came to her. She liked being alone.

Not only that, but, shallow as it seemed, she had to admit, she liked the brave Sefelt much better.



Captain Baxter, Lt. Commander J’hana, and Janice Browning stood at the airlock as it irised open and the Escort crew piled out.

“Okay, I want to hear it all,” Baxter demanded.

“Not much to tell.” Petersen looked at Tilleran. “Just your average narrow escape. Your cadets did great. We should give them a commendation.”

“Done,” Baxter said. “What about Sefelt?”

Peterman watched a dejected Sefelt shuffle by, and head down the corridor. “He’s back to the Howie we all know and love…oddly.”

“I’m going to be in my quarters,” Sparks said, looking at an expectant Plato. “Alone.”

“That sounds like a fine idea,” Tilleran said, and headed the opposite direction, not sparing J’hana a glance.

“Nice chatting with you too,” J’hana called after her.

“Hoverball later?” Plato asked Mathers.

“Sure,” Mathers said, and shuffled off after Sparks, toward the enlisted crew quarters.

“Plato!” Browning said, throwing her arms around her son. “No more risky missions for you! Why is it, every time I let you out of my sight…”

“I know, Mom,” Plato sighed. “I’m accident-prone.”

“Welcome to the Explorer,” Baxter chuckled, and took Peterman’s hand. “All right, sweetie, tell me all about it, and why this doesn’t mean I should take off and blast Ficker right out of the stars.”

Peterman shrugged. “Well, first you’d have to find him, which I imagine isn’t going to be easy. One thing’s for sure. Ficker is out there somewhere, and I’m fairly certain, no matter what he might say to the contrary, that he’s out to get us.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“Just a feeling I have, in the back of my mind.”



Natheena Sparks sighed deeply as she headed into her cabin, tossing her duffle on her bed and collapsing into the chair opposite her desk. She threw her head back and stared at the ceiling.

“Men. I just don’t get them. One changes shape, the other changes his mind. Both beautiful in their own way, both oddly confusing.” She leaned up. “Is it any wonder I feel like I’m better off alone?”

“Good evening, Cadet Sparks. Message waiting,” the computer informed her.

“Ah, who cares at this point. I need a bath, and sleep. I don’t have the strength to listen to either of those boys. Computer, delete all messages!”

And with that, Natheena Sparks headed off to get that bath.



Roland Worthy escorted Cadet Piper to his cabin, shaking his head with disgust. “This is going in your permanent record. An outburst like that, on the bridge, is inexcusable.”

“I understand, Commander,” Piper replied, sounding deflated. “I was just…trying to help.”

“You have a funny way of showing it. You’re confined to quarters for three days. Think about what you’ve done.”

“What…what happened to Captain Ficker?”

“I’ll assume you actually care what happens to this ship,” Worthy muttered. “And that there’s a chance of salvaging your career here. Captain Ficker was…attacked…by a telepath from the Explorer. He’s somewhat, well…somewhat catatonic right now. He just keeps muttering that we should call this whole thing off.”

“And…will we?”

Worthy chuckled. “Of course not. We’ve got him sedated, and comfortable. We’ll get to the bottom of what happened to him. In the meantime, we go forward, unencumbered. Do you understand?”

Piper nodded. “Perfectly.”

“Good,” Worthy said, as they reached Piper’s door. He punched a code and it opened. “Off you go.”

Piper nodded, ducked in, and watched as the door sealed him in and the lights came on. He hurried over to his small desk and sat down, turning the terminal to face him. He reached under the desk, grabbed a small, cubical object and attached it to the terminal control panel, then typed in a few instructions.

A spinning Federation logo appeared, and gave way to two simple, beautiful words.

“Channel Open.”

Piper quickly typed in a message, staring earnestly at the screen. “Please, please, Nat. Be there. I’ve got news for you. Please…read this message, Nat!”



THE END.



NEXT:



A trip to Andor to receive an award for Meritorius Killing provides a chance for J’hana and Richards to spend some time away from the Explorer getting to know each other. Unfortunately, J’hana knows next to nothing about dating human males, and must resort to asking Counselor Peterman for assistance. Her answer? Extreme makeover!






My Blue Heathen



ANDOR THREE HUNDRED YEARS AGO. . .



“Clear the way, bottom-dwellers, for Haz’maht, of the Ninth Hive, bloodletter of Andor, silencer of voices, creator of dispair, dislodger of hope, smotherer of breaths, smiter of all which irks him, comes your way!”

Zhan, the head of the Andor Death Academy, sighed and looked at the timepiece in his palm, as he leaned against the podium at the front of the amphitheater, crowded with sixty thousand Andorians.

“For Hivemother’s sake, Haz’maht, just come get your fwarking award,” Zhan said, watching as the victorious winner mounted the stage, flexing his rippling blue muscles, clad in leather and metallic spikes, face painted in ritual symbols.

Haz’maht approached the podium, and knelt. “It is with great honor that I receive this award. May it bring honor to myself and my family, and generations of the Ninth Hive brood.”

“You also get a cheese kit,” Zhan said. “For an additional charge, you can be listed in ‘One Thousand of the Greatest Murderers of the Year,’ a beautifully-bound volume that can be treasured by…look, do you want the book or not?”

Haz’maht considered the offer carefully. “No. I will just take the award.”

“Fantastic,” Zhan said, and turned to face a beautiful Andorian woman who’d emerged from behind the curtains, also clad in leather and metal. She came out carrying a broad, beautifully-sharp sword.

“Are you ready to receive your award?”

“Most definitely,” Haz’maht said, and stood at his full height. “Haz’maht has killed, then killed some more, then killed some more, until…”

Zhran sighed, then took the sword, swinging it in a precise arc. A second later, Haz’maht’s head thunked to the ground.

“There,” Zhran said. “Ceremony’s over. There will be a brief reception afterward.” Zhran handed the sword back to the woman who’d brought it, and she quickly wiped it with the towel that hung at her hip.

“Was that really part of the ceremony?” she asked.

“No. I just found him insufferable.”

“Then, may I ask, what do you usually do when you bestow the award?”

“Just give them the sword and the cheese kit and be done with it. But he was getting on my last nerve. All that bragging about his conquests. The man never shuts up.”

“He was particularly good looking, though,” the woman said thoughtfully, glancing down at Haz’maht’s head, as the crowded amphitheater emptied.

“Do you want to be beheaded, too?”

“Not particularly.”

“Then quit your insolence and get rid of this body so we can catch the remainder of the reception. And make a note: Members of the Ninth Hive are no longer eligible to receive the Award for Meritorious Killing.”

“That hardly seems fair.”

“Darling, this is Andor. Fair is not part of the equation.”



NOW. . .



“This is nice,” Commander Chris Richards said, draped across the bed in J’hana’s cabin, catching his breath as the Andorian sat, knees drawn up, running a sharpener over her toenails.

“What? The minute shavings of my toenails hitting you as I continue honing them into claws?”

“N-no. Actually I meant this…laying here with you. You know…after the fact.”

“Yes. About that. When do you plan on leaving?”

Richards rolled over to face her. “Why J’hana, are you trying to get rid of me?”

“Yes. I have security drills in an hour and I have to prepare something particularly nasty for my people. One of them tried to…hug me…yesterday, and because of that, all must suffer.”

“J’ha.na…we’ve been doing…this…” he pointed to the bed, “…for a few months now. Don’t you think it’s time we, you know, define things?”

“First of all,” J’hana replied, her antennae curling a bit and pointing toward Richards. “The bed is a new twist. I was more than happy to continue mating in random closets about the ship, until you started complaining about your back.”

“Yeah…well, you did kind of strain a vertebrate last week. Remember, it was only a year ago I nearly fell to my death in that Breen Circus act…”

“The doctor was able to fix it. You are ambulatory again, are you not?”

“For the moment,” Richards said, rubbing his back. He leaned up, took J’hana’s hands, and looked at her. “You realize, I signed on for this just the same as you did. To clear my mind of the problems I was having with Janice.”

“And I with my Imzadi. Yes, it was an equitable arrangement.” J’hana stared down at Richards’s hands, as if they were some type of alien contrivance. “Why are you touching me so long after mating?”

“Because, like it or not, I’m starting to care about you,” Richards said, and inched closer. “Call me silly, but…”

“BE GONE FROM HERE!” J’hana shouted, and jabbed her toenail sharpener against Richards’s bare chest, carving a swath of flesh. “NOW!”

“Yeaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaghhhh…” Richards cried out, clutching his chest. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

“Not a fwarking thing,” J’hana said, balling up Richards’s clothes and pushing them against his chest, then shoving him toward the door to her cabin. “I am quite done with this arrangement. Thank you for your patronage. Good day.” She shoved Richards, and his clothes, into the corridor.

“Was it something I said?” he asked softly as J’hana’s door closed.

“You’re naked,” Ensign Stuart said as he passed by.

“Thanks,” Richards said, bunching his clothes around his waist as best he could.



“So you attacked him,” Counselor Peterman said, leaning forward on her elbows across from the fainting couch in her office. “And how did that make you feel?”

“Victorious,” J’hana said. “True, I tend to…damage him…quite a bit during our mating exploits. But this was something different. It was visceral, primal. I felt alive in doing it.”

“What if you’d sliced a major artery? He could have bled to death out in the corridor!”

“He’s made of sturdier stuff than that, I assure you.”

“So now what,” Peterman said. “You’ve driven him away, so what are you going to do now?”

J’hana’s eyes darted at Peterman. “I did not drive him away. This was the natural conclusion of the relationship.”

“So you admit it was a relationship,” Peterman said.

“Do not try to manipulate me with your pathetic psychobabble,” J’hana said, leaning up. “I’m well versed in your deceit and trickery.”

“I’ve never seen you so passionate,” Peterman said. “Look at you. You’re a shade bluer than usual. You’re shaking.”

“I enjoyed hurting him.”

“There’s an old Earth song lyric,” Peterman said, leaning back. “‘You only hurt the ones you love.’”

“In that case, I am about to make love to you,” J’hana growled, pounding her fist into her hand.

Peterman inched back a bit in her chair. She always pondered some sort of forcefield when it came to her appointments with J’hana. “This is hard, I know it. Any real breakthrough is. But it’s important that you come to this realization. For your own good, and Chris’s. You need to realize you’re developing feelings for him. And you need to chase those feelings.”

“If I caught up with the feelings, it would be a massacre,” J’hana pondered.

“If you like to think of it that way,” Peterman shrugged. “Regardless, you’ve got to stop this, abusing your powers like this…”

J’hana cocked her head. “Abusing my…?”

Peterman shook her head. “I dunno where that came from. Abusing Commander Richards, is what I meant. You’ve got to stop abusing him, when what you really want to do is embrace him.”

“Don’t apply your pathetic human platitudes to me, Counselor. Andorians mate for pleasure and procreation, and that’s it. It’s a loveless, adventuresome act, that carries with it no shred of emotional attachment whatsoever, save for the hunger to do it again.”

“I don’t think that’s quite true,” Peterman said. “You loved Ariel Tilleran.”

J’hana’s eyes narrowed. “I thought we agreed not to speak of that.”

“I’m sorry, you’re right, of course,” Peterman said. “But one is inexorably connected to another. You’ll never be able to begin another relationship until you accept that the last one is over.”

“That I’ve done,” J’hana said, and stood. “Thank you for your assistance. Our time is up.”

“We’ve got like twenty minutes…”

“I SAID…our time is up,” J’hana said, and turned for the door. “You have, however, given me some food for thought.”

“So you’ll talk to Christopher? Tell him how you feel?”

“I will…approach him.”

Peterman smiled, wiping her forehead as J’hana left. Much better.

Now if she could only stop from daydreaming.



Richards tossed in bed that, night, tugging the covers around him. His chest itched from where Dr. Wilcox had applied the dermal regenerator, and he couldn’t stop thinking about…

His eyes snapped open, and locked with another pair of eyes staring right back at him in his dim bedroom.

“J’HANA!”

She reached out and clamped a hand around his neck. “Do not move,” she said. “Do not struggle.”

“Gurp,” he squeaked as she squeezed his throat.

“Listen carefully. Attempt to interrupt me, and I’ll crush your windpipe.”

“Lurpll.”

“That’s better.” J’hana’s antennae twitched slightly. “I snuck into your quarters because I did not want to lure you into the pretense of a date. We owe each other much more than that. Besides, this way, I avoid an embarrassing, public scene.”

“Plsss dnt kll me…” Richards croaked.

J’hana squeezed harder. “What did I say about interrupting me?”

Richards nodded.

“Now it seems,” she said, not letting up on her grip. “That I’ve grown… somewhat accustomed to your presence. Now do not let your rabid human emotions get carried away with this notion. I simply…enjoy you.” She worked her jaw thoughtfully. “Many things about you. More than an Andorian and human rightly should.”

“Merp too…”

“Silence,” J’hana snapped back. “So we’re left with a simple decision. Do we end this relationship and spare both our feelings, or do we proceed, and see where this drunken sehlat ride takes us? Blink once for the first option, twice for the second.”

Richards blinked. Once.

“Very well,” J’hana said, letting go of Richards’s throat and turning around. “You will not hear of this again. Good ni…”

“No!” Richards croaked. “I meant to blink twice…but I was starting to pass out from oxygen depravation.”

J’hana turned. “Indeed?”

Richards nodded. “Let’s do it. Let’s see where this goes.” He rubbed his throat.

“As you wish,” J’hana said, with a small, but violent, smile.

“So…that whole bedroom invasion…could we play that over again, but with sex?”

J’hana growled deeply. “I suppose. You are a sick man for proposing that, though.”



“More Bajoran squid soup?” Browning asked, hovering behind Peterman with a steaming pot.

Peterman looked up and smiled politely. “No, thanks. Three bowls were plenty.”

“You’re sure? It’s fresh squid!”

“Positive,” Peterman said, and glanced back down at her padd. “It’s the darnedest thing.”

“What?”

“Oh. Nothing. A patient of mine is having a rough time with a…relationship…of hers. And she believes it’s because they’re from two separate races. And her race is somewhat, you know, warlike and violent.”

“You’re talking about Christopher and J’hana,” Browning said, sitting down beside Peterman.

“I can’t reveal patient information, Janice,” Peterman said quickly.

“Of course,” Browning muttered. “So, these patient, having trouble, eh?”

“Yes. But nothing a little intervention from a friendly neighborhood counselor won’t help.”

“You think so? That’s nice.”

“Yeah,” Peterman said. “Well, thanks for lunch. I’ll talk to you later.” She stood up, and headed for the door.

Browning looked down at her bubbling pot of soup. “Yeah. Later.”



Later that day, J’hana tossed a towel around her neck and surveyed the dozen security officers writhing, breathless, on the mats in the ship’s aerobics studio.

“Good workout, people,” she said. “That’s enough for today. Those of you who need medical attention…you know where Sickbay is. The rest of you…” she glanced around. “Well, pretty much all of you need medical attention. Good job.” With that, she headed toward the locker room, where she found Lt. Commander Tilleran lacing up her sneakers, clad in jogging pants and a sports bra.

She looked up. “Oh. Hello, J’hana.”

“Betazoid,” J’hana said, and moved past Tilleran to her locker.

“How’ve you been?” Tilleran said, straightening, then pulling her leg back, stretching it out.

“I am fine,” J’hana said, and began stripping off her skintight black workout leotard.

“That’s…good,” Tilleran said, and averted her eyes. “Haven’t seen you in the last few weeks.”

“I have been working an alternate shift. To accommodate my…social habits.”

“That’s nice. I’m happy for you and Chris.”

“Are you?” J’hana asked, whirling.

Tilleran stumbled back. “Yes.”

“Then why do you close your mind to me? Why are you blocking it, even now?”

“I…” Tilleran began. “I’m not…”

“You are lying,” J’hana said, and turned back to her locker, spandex suit half hanging off her. “And I do not appreciate telepathic sleight of hand. If you disapprove of my relationship, if you’re jealous, then tell me. Do not hide your thoughts away like some miserable shevath!”

“It’s complicated,” Tilleran said. “I wish I could talk to you about it, but…”

“But it’s over. I realize that. Do you take me for a fool, Betazoid?”

“No,” Tilleran said. “I just…”

“You just wish for me to be out of your mind, and out of your life.” In an impressive display of acrobatics, J’hana leapt, peeling off the remainder of her leotard as she did so, then tossed it in the reclamator. She stepped up close to Tilleran, chest heaving, brazen in all her nakedness. “Well, that serves me just as well.”

“J’hana…”

Just then, the comm system beeped. “Bridge to Lieutenant Commander J’hana,” the voice of Lt. Miller broke in.

“Yes, you cowardly freak.”

“Y-you…um, you’ve got a communication coming in from Andor.”

“Put it through to the women’s locker room. I’ll take my message in the nude.”

“Yes, sir, ma’am, sir…whatever!”

“Excuse me. I’ve got to take this. Go, run. That’s what you’re good at,” J’hana said, and waved Tilleran off.

Tilleran let out an exasperated breath, then turned and headed out of the locker room.

J’hana approached the comm unit next to the shaving station and tapped a control, activating the connection, pondering for a moment how many times she had misused said shaving station, beyond all Starfleet regulations.

The Federation symbol on the screen gave way to the image of an Andorian. More annoyingly, it was an Andorian J’hana was quite familiar with.

“D’aht,” she muttered.

“J’hana,” Daht replied. “So good to see you again. How long has it been?”

“Does it matter?”

“I see you’re naked.”

J’hana grimaced. “Yes. What does it matter to you?”

“Nothing. I was simply admiring your pectorals.”

“What in the name of unholy disembowelment do you want?”

“J’hana, that’s no way to address the bearer of such good news.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Much like my sister, I too sought out a place in the arts once I was done serving my prison and torture sentence for trying to destabilize the Andorian government.”

“Yes. How is Suva, by the way? Still on the Arts council?”

“Yes. She sends you veiled threats.”

“I’d expect no other kind. Now, before my skin puckers from the steam in this place, please tell me what you want.”

“As I said,” D’aht continued, “I took a place in the arts. But I don’t have the artistic aptitude of you and Suva. I quite prefer the deadly arts.”

“You’ve joined the Andorian Slaughter Society, then?”

“Indeed, I’ve been in the A.S.S. for several years. Eighteen months ago, I took a seat on the A.S.S. awards council.”

“You must be proud.”

“Not so proud as when I heard the news of your exploits on the Explorer during the incident with the Orions.”

“You speak of the killing.”

D’aht nodded, and pressed a button off-screen, prompting a small sub-screen to pop up, displaying the footage of J’hana carving her way through a horde of Orions invading the Explorer. “What was the final body count, again?” she asked.

“Two hundred and seven,” J’hana recited. “Others died of collateral injuries some time after the initial attack, but I do not count those.”

“Understandable,” D’aht said. “Still, for a Starfleet officer on active duty, two hundred and seven is an impressive number. Impressive enough to catch the eye of the nominating committee.”

“You’re kidding me,” J’hana said, rubbing her chin. “The Award for Meritorious Killing? The A.S.S. wants to honor me?”

“That’s the one. You’re one of three finalists.”

“Interesting. I’ve always assumed my people disdained my Starfleet career, as it’s seldom a path to righteous death.”

“Our people are well known for giving credit when it’s due,” D’aht said. “Come to Andor, J’hana. Join us as the A.S.S. puts on a spectacular extravaganza, in your honor.”

“Hmm,” J’hana said. “It’s fairly busy here. I suppose I could shift some appointments around. Are they holding the Ball again?”

“As always. You can even bring a date…if you like that kind of thing.”

J’hana nodded. “This is excellent news. I will be there. Plus one.”

“Very good.” D’aht glanced at a screen beside her and tapped a control. “Would you like the chicken or entrails?”

“Entrails for me.” She sighed. “My date will have the chicken.”

D’aht cocked her head, looking at J’hana askance. “As you wish. See you soon.”

“Yes. Oh, and…D’aht?”

“Yes, J’hana?”

“If you try to kill me…”

“You’ll be the first to know. D’aht out!”



“Well, of course, if it’s D’aht, then by all means, go,” Captain Baxter muttered, tossing the padd with J’hana’s request on his desk, and looking up from his chair at J’hana, who stood rigidly opposite his desk. “All she did was try to kill the President of the Federation a couple years ago.”

“This is sarcasm,” J’hana said. “It’s a waste of time to say the opposite of what you really mean.”

“Come to think of it, trying to kill Bradley Dillon isn’t a problem here, but she could have killed Richards, your new boyfriend by the way, too.”

“Please don’t say boyfriend.”

“The point is, you shouldn’t trust her. She tried to overthrow the Andorian government. She’s a killer. Like you, except not on our side.”

“Why must you be so difficult, sir? I ask very little of you.”

“You asked me if you could kill the astrometrics staff last week.”

“They incorrectly labeled a gas giant, which threw off one of my tactical reports.”

“By all means, then. Off with their heads.”

“Again with the sarcasm. Do others find it funny? Because I do not.”

Baxter sighed. “Have you even considered that this is a huge trap? That D’aht will try to kill you?”

“Oh, she’ll definitely try to kill me, sir. But to imply that it’s a trap would indicate that I don’t know she’ll try it. It really just comes down to a matter of tradition.”

“That your people try to kill each other.”

“It’s a pasttime. Like your footbop.”

“Football.”

“I could care less. Look…I thought you would be proud of me. The Award for Meritorious Killing is one of the most prestigious honors an Andorian can receive.”

“Other than death in combat.”

“Yes. But that’s so…done.”

“You did kill an awful lot of Orions on that mission.”

“I am pretty sure one or two of them weren’t Orion, but that’s neither here nor there, as far as I’m concerned.”

“When you’re right, you’re right,” Baxter said. He turned and glanced out his window a moment at the starscape passing by. “You know, the Federation is always saying we need to strengthen our ties with Andor. That ever since they nearly seceded from the Federation six years ago, that relations have been strained.”

“That’s because Andorians generally see humans and others in the Federation as cowardly and weak-willed.”

“Well, we’re all one big happy Federation, in the end,” Baxter said. “Let’s pay them a visit.”

“Sir, all I really need is a runabout…”

“Nonsense,” Baxter said, rising. “We’re on detached duty for a couple weeks. We can afford to take some time to go to your homeworld. If you’re getting a big award, it’s only right that your crew be there, cheering you on.”

“Could you possibly…not do that?”

“Not a chance,” Baxter said, patting J’hana on the back. “We’re family, and we’ll damn well act like it. Tell your Andorian friends the Explorer is coming to an orbit near them.”

“Fantastic. They will be thrilled.”

“And try to get a few extra tickets for the senior staff. It sounds like there’ll be some great food, all entrails aside.”



“This is disturbing,” Peterman said, tapping her lips thoughtfully, pacing as J’hana sat on the fainting couch in her office.

“What? That I am nervous about this upcoming…date with Commander Richards?”

“No. That Andy would commit me to an event without asking first. Doesn’t he realize I have a life too?”

J’hana worked her jaw thoughtfully. “He did not mention you by name. He actually just said ‘senior staff.’”

“Oh, I’m sure he’ll be wanting me to go. And be my usual effervescent self.”

“If it matters at all, I’d rather none of you were there.”

“That’s nice, J’hana, but that’s not the point,” Peterman said. “Andy’s got to learn about boundaries. I’ll have to sit him down tonight and…”

“Isn’t this session supposed to be about me?”

Peterman glanced down at her. She sat, folding her hands in her lap. “Yes. Of course, you’re right. Tell me, why are you nervous about this date with Chris?”

“I suppose…some part of me fears that my harshness is sometimes mistaken for outright hostility.”

Peterman blinked. “It isn’t outright hostility?”

“No. It usually is. But with Commander Richards, I do feel a…”

Peterman leaned forward. This was amazing. In a few brief moments, J’hana had begun to reveal new elements to her once flat and predictable personality. She was admitting to being a fully-fledged person, with all the lies and dreams and hopes of…

“I do feel a need to not kill him,” J’hana finally said. “Isn’t that terribly…mushy?”

“Yes, but only for you,” Peterman said. “J’hana, I think you’re starting to fall in love.”

“Fwark that. This was just supposed to be about sex.”

“Well, Andy and I were supposed to be just friends at first, but look where we are now.”

“I guarantee he wanted sex from the beginning.”

“Per…haps,” Peterman stammered. “However, you have to think of yourself. What is it you want, J’hana?”

“Well…” J’hana leaned forward, resting on her knees. “I suppose it would not hurt to demonstrate that I have a softer side. That I am not going to kill him.”

“I like where this is going,” Peterman smiled.

“However, the last time I tried to have a relationship discussion, I nearly crushed his windpipe.”

“Yes, well let’s try not to do that so much,” Peterman said. She tossed the thought around in her mind a bit, then smiled wider. “I think I have a solution, but it’s radical. You may not be ready for this.”

J’hana’s antennae perked. “Do your worst.”



“Voila!” Yeoman James Briggs said, spinning the chair toward the mirror and gesturing at J’hana, his “jazz hands” wriggling.

J’hana glowered at her reflection. “This was a colossal mistake.”

Peterman stood beside her chair in the salon and looked on. “I love it. It’s kicky, fresh, young and adventuresome.”

“So is a killing spree. May I start with you, and the man in a blouse?”

“It’s not a blouse,” James muttered. “It’s a…frilly top. At any rate, your hair looks fabulous.”

J’hana stared at herself. Her once ordinary white bowl of hair was reshaped, and the bun of white braids that rested at the back of her neck had been unwound, and likewise styled and teased to within an inch of its life.

“There is a reason Andorians have short hair,” she grunted. “So that our opponents cannot throw us around by it.”

“Something tells me you’ll survive most of those confrontations,” Peterman said. “Now let’s get you to Old Starfleet while they’re still open. I saw the cutest little outfit for you.”

J’hana glanced back at James as Peterman dragged her out of the salon by her wrist. “I am going to push her over the second floor railing and make sure she falls to her death. Say your goodbyes now.”



“Hmm. Interesting.” Commander Richards sat in his office, poring over Lt. Commander Hartley’s report.

“Just say it, sir,” Hartley said with a smirk from opposite his desk.

“What?”

“The engines. They’re humming like an Orion slavegirl, aren’t they?”

“They’re…good.”

Hartley leaned forward. “How good?”

“Efficient. Well-maintained.”

“Uh-huh. And how would you say the engine performance now compares with, say, four years ago?”

Richards cocked his eyebrow. “That number seems rather…arbitrary. But I suppose they’re…better.”

“And who was chief engineer then?”

“There’ve been a number of technological advancements between then and now…”

“Name one.”

Richards waffled. “Well, I’m not up on all the latest journals, but…”

“Just admit it, I’m damn good at this job.”

“And modest, too.”

Hartley chuckled. “The important thing is, I found a place that suits my skills better than being a transporter chief, and you found a place that suits your skills better than being chief engineer! Just look at you…commanding people. Setting up schedules. Handling complaints. I hate that stuff.”

“Yeah,” Richards said, and leaned back. “I don’t hate it.”

“Well, when you put it that way,” Hartley said, and leaned forward, drumming her fingers on his desk. “I don’t know about you, Commander, but it would take a hell of a lot to rip me away from this job.”

“Yeah,” Richards said distantly. “Same here.”

Just then, the door to the office bleeped.

Hartley turned in her chair. “Must be another department head doing a kick-ass job.”

“Come,” Richards said, rubbing his temples. “Please.’

The door wooshed open. Richards and Hartley gaped in unison.

“I…” Hartley’s mouth opened and closed. “I’ve got nothing.”

“Um…” Richards said.

“Don’t just sit there dumbstruck, you fools. Complement my appearance or die.” J’hana grinned toothily, although her teeth seemed much whiter. Her hair was immaculate. A mound of cascading curls and teased locks that shimmered in the artificial light of Richards’s office.

Her face was artfully dabbed in extra-blue makeup, with some pink highlights around her eyes and on the tips of her antennae.

She wore a wide-collared black silk shirt, white mini-skirt, and knee-high leather boots.

“Damn,” Hartley said, slowly rising. “I think even I’m getting a little turned on.”

“Don’t tease,” J’hana said, narrowing her eyes at her. “I’ll make you regret it.”

“Yeah, that’s my cue to get out of here.” She headed for the door. “Oh, by the way, Commander. We’ll be at Andor in a couple hours, which is ahead of schedule. Damn I’m good!”

J’hana stood opposite Richards for a beat as the doors closed. She folded her arms. “Well?”

“Wh-what do you want me to say?” Richards asked.

“Do you find me…appealing?”

“Yeah,” Richards nodded dumbly. “But who…did that to you?”

“Counselor Peterman, Yeoman Briggs, and the attendants at Old Starfleet. Did you know knee-high boots are back in, for a third consecutive season?”

“Um, I didn’t.”

J’hana swanked stiffly over to Richards’s desk and sat on it, swinging her legs over. “I am here to please you. Tell me what you want.”

“Sex on my desk, if you really want to know.”

“As you wish.” She rolled over. “Take me, you great, sizzling hunk of burning hot man!”

Richards yanked open his uniform tunic. “Remind me to thank Counselor Peterman.”

“Do not abuse the buttons on this shirt. I am returning it tomorrow. Now take me!”



“Hey, buddy, just checking to…wow!” Captain Baxter exclaimed, stepping into Briggs’s salon and fashionery.

Richards stood there, awkwardly tugging at the neckline of his blousy shirt. “I look like a…pirate or something.”

“Nah. More like you’re playing a pirate in a big musical production.” Baxter leaned against a salon chair as Richards studied himself in the mirror. “I think it’s nice.”

“I feel like an idiot.”

“Well, you look like one too, but I think that’s unavoidable at this point. Think of it this way, you’re winning major points with J’hana.”

“I wasn’t aware she gave out points.”

“I’m not sure she does either, but you might as well try.” Baxter took a big breath. “This is big for you, Chris. The first relationship after Janice. Who knows, this may actually turn into something.”

Richards stared at his reflection thoughtfully. “That’s kind of what I’m afraid of.”

Baxter walked up and slapped Richards on the back. “Don’t worry, buddy. Just go with your instincts.”

“Yeah, cause they’ve been real helpful so far.”

“Oh, stop being so melodramatic and put on this floppy tie!” Yeoman Briggs announced, breezing into the salon from the adjacent storage room. He tossed the tie at Richards, who stared at it blankly.

“I’m going to look like an idiot.”

“You’re going to look trendy,” James said. “The bell-bottoms are retro. They’re very twenty-third century. Now let me finish up the hem on those pants.”

Richards watched as James knelt, tugging at the inseam at his tie and applying the auto-stitch. “You keep going back to the inseam. I told you, it’s fine!”

“Let me be the judge of that,” James said with a chuckle.

“I’ll leave you two alone,” Baxter grinned, and headed for the door.

“Please don’t.”

“I’ve got to put on my Starfleet dress uniform. No bell-bottoms!”

“Shut up!”



“Help me,” J’hana growled, as the doors to her cabin opened. “I’ve been bedazzled, whatever that means.”

Counselor Peterman, replete in a silky red dress, stepped in, eyes beaming. “It looks better than I’d hoped! James is a genius!”

“I glitter.”

“You’re supposed to!” Peterman looked J’hana up and down, circling her and studying the boddice-hugging floor-length dress. “I love the way it hugs your hips. And the length draws attention away from your freakishly muscular calves.”

“I once crushed a skull with them.”

“Yes,” Peterman said, putting her hands on J’hana’s shoulders. “And you’re going to take that kind of enthusiasm, and redirect it at Commander Richards.”

“You want me to crush his skull?”

“NO! I mean, romantically…”

“Because I’ve considered it, on more than one occasion.”

Peterman scrubbed a hand over her face. “You’re not getting…oh, nevermind. Just go out there and have a great time.”

“Very well. Will I see you at the Blue Ball?”

“I wouldn’t miss it.” Peterman blinked. “Wait, the what?”

J’hana smoothed her dress and walked toward the door. “Tonight’s event, which celebrates all of the award winners at tomorrow night’s ceremony. The Blue Ball.”

“Of course. Why am I not surprised?”

“Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to learn how to walk in this fwarking constricting thing.”

“I’ll see you at the Ball!” Peterman waved. “Oh, it’s so heartwarming when you get to control their lives.” She sighed and headed the other way, looking for Baxter. He was probably fighting his way into his dress slacks about now.



Richards extended his arm as J’hana ducked into the transporter room. “After you, milady.”

“Your what?”

“Um, nothing. Just go to the transporter pad.”

J’hana looked at Richards askance as she mounted the pad. “You’ve been looking at me oddly ever since I picked you up at your cabin.”

“I’m just…this is such a different look for you.”

“Do you not like it?”

“No, I just…do you care if I don’t like it?”

“Not particularly.”

“Okay. Well…”

“Enough chatter. Ensign Yang, engage transporters.”



Blue lights cascaded around the banquet hall as screaming, metallic, death-metal style music billowed out of every speaker in the house.

Richards held his hands to his ears to blot out the screeching “music,” but it did no good.

“Are you having a good time?” he shouted at J’hana.

“Good enough,” J’hana said, scanning the crowd. “I have noticed several rather cutting remarks aimed at my attire.”

“We do seem…overdressed.”

J’hana looked around. “Yes. I feared this would be the case. Traditional Andorian dress garb is leather straps and spikes.”

“They make it work.”

She nodded. “As I once did. No matter. This pleases you.”

Richards glared at her. “J’hana, I liked you the way you were. You didn’t need to do all this for me. I figured you liked it…”

“If you did, then you do not know me. This was all for you.”

“But…”

J’hana sighed. “It makes no matter. Andorians are a spiteful, hateful lot. If they did not have this to complain about, they’d find something else. You should be warned though, that a death strike will occur before the night is over.”

“Will you tell me when to duck?”

“Certainly; however, I doubt ducking will save you. Ah, D’aht, how are you doing!”

D’aht approached, clad only in an art-deco looking sheath of aluminumesque metal strips. “Jan, so lovely to see you! What…” Her eyes bugged, antennae waggled. “What in the name of the hive mother’s flabby arms are you wearing?”

“Human attire,” J’hana said flatly. “I see you’ve gained weight.”

“I’ve enhanced my pectorals,” D’aht replied.

Richards looked from one to the other, shifting uncomfortably.

J’hana narrowed her eyes. “Yes, of course. D’aht, you may remember Commander Richards. He helped us prevent you and your sister from destroying Andor as we know it.”

“Yes,” D’aht said, limply holding her hand out for Richards to shake. “I vaguely remember that.”

“Glad to see you’re out of prison,” Richards said by way of conversation.

“Well, we can’t all be mass-murderers like J’hana, but I like to think I’ve made a nice life for myself. Have you tried the entrails?”

“I’m having the chicken,” Richards said.

“Oh,” D’aht said icily. “Right. The chicken.”

“Humans tend to find entrails unappealing,” J’hana said.

“Well, we can’t all be perfect,” D’aht said with a laugh. “Kill you later?”

J’hana nodded. “Not if I kill you first.”

“Enjoy the Ball!”

“Right.” J’hana glanced around. “Do you want another drink? I’m parched.”

“Isn’t this the stuff that would dissolve my esophagus if consumed?”

“Well, yeah. Do you want some or not?”

“Nah, maybe later.”



“So how many people in this room do you think want to kill me?” Baxter asked, as he and Peterman walked hand-in-hand into the ballroom.

“Roughly all of them,” Peterman said. “The Andorians are a warlike culture, after all.”

“The Klingons actually seem kinda reasonable by comparison,” Baxter said.

“You did win a fight to the death with the Chancellor.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “Maybe I’ll tell that story tonight. You know, get some good vibes.”

“Somehow I’m guessing the less you say the better. Have you seen Richards or J’hana?”

“Nah,” Baxter said. “And you’d think it would be easy. There aren’t many non-blue faces in here.” He maneuvered toward the middle of the milling crowd, and accidentally elbowed a hunched, older Andorian lady.

She whirled, swinging her cane at him, dropping his legs out from under him. “You’ve declared deathmatch! Off with your head!”

“No-no…” Peterman stammered. “He wasn’t trying to death…match. He’s just clumsy.”

A blade emerged from the tip of the haggard woman’s cane and she peered at Baxter through one open eye. “You should still die. Your head would be excellent for the silent auction later.”

“But I kind of like my head,” Baxter said defensively.

“Feh. You’re hardly worth the trouble, shnarzix.”

“Thanks!” Baxter waved, as Peterman helped him to his feet. “Honey, mental note, be very careful here.”

“You think?”



“So…” Richards said, sitting at a corner table with J’hana, who stared off at the crowd as he stuck another forkful of chicken into his mouth. “The chicken’s actually really good. Kind of like chicken kiev, but spicier. How are the entrails?”

“Fresh and wriggly,” J’hana muttered, continuing to look at the crowd.

“Are you all right?”

“I am fine.”

“You seem…I don’t know…preoccupied.”

“Of course not.” She turned to Richards and smiled. “I am simply…ugh. Enjoying your company.”

“Great.” Richards reached out a hand and clutched J’hana’s. “I’m glad we could do this. You know…something…constructive.”

“You are still thinking of sex. I can detect your arousal with my antennae.”

“Maybe. But I also like being with you.”

“And I with you. However, what you’ve seen today is the farthest I will go to win you over.”

“You don’t have to do anything to win me over, J’hana,” Richards said, squeezing her hand. “You’ve already done that.”

J’hana stared at Richards’s hand. “I think I may vomit.”

“From the entrails, I hope?”

“Forget about it. I’ll be fine. I just need some fresh air.” She stood and stiffly waddled to the nearest door, still tightly wound in her dress.

“Nice outfit, human!” one of the Andorians called out. J’hana’s antennae wriggled but she didn’t look back.

Richards sat there a while, eating, wondering what the squiggly lumps were in his pasta side-dish, when suddenly Baxter and Richards emerged from the crowd, plates in hand.

“There you are,” Baxter moaned, and collapsed into the seat next to him. “You have no idea what we went through to get here.”

“We were challenged to battles to the death five times between the dinner line and here,” Peterman said, looking at her plate. “Okay, somebody screwed up my order. I got entrails.”

“Want some of my chicken?” Baxter offered.

“Yes, you’re so sweet…” Peterman said, reaching over with her fork to jab at Baxter’s plate. “So how are things going?”

“How are they going?” Richards worked his jaw thoughtfully. “What the hell have you been putting in her head?”

“Pardon?”

“She’s acting weird. All accommodating. Not violent at all.”

“And isn’t that an improvement?”

“It’s not J’hana!” Richards snapped, throwing his fork down. “Don’t you realize that? Not everybody has to be…Susie Normal!”

Peterman bit her lip. “I was just trying to help.”

“And a good job she did of it too, right, Chris?” Baxter said, patting Peterman on the shoulder.

“Yeah, terrific,” Richards muttered, and walked off.



“J’hana?” Richards asked, stepping out a side hatch of the ballroom facility, and into a dim, rainy alleyway. In the distance, the sound of hover-air vehicles, screaming and explosions, indicative of a major Andorian city such as Zabarz, could be heard above the din of ceaseless rainstorms.

Yes, it was monsoon season on Andor.

Richards hugged his jacket around him tighter and glanced about. “I know you have great hearing. So if you’re out here, you know, say something. I’m pretty sure I heard this type of rain is dangerous to humans after prolonged exposure.”

“That’s not all that’s dangerous to humans,” a voice said from behind Richards. He turned, to find six Andorians blocking the door he’d just exited. He’d never even heard them.

“Who are you?” Richards asked.

“Not your girlfriend,” the boxy-shaped man said, stepping forward, whipping a chain into his hand. “Not your friend at all.”

“Well,” Richards said. “I think we may have a huge misunderstanding here.”

“Do we?” one of the other Andorians, a broad-shouldered woman, said in a thunderous voice.

“Yeah,” Richards said. “I’m here with J’hana. Of the Ninth Hive. You may know her as the recipient of tomorrow’s Award for Meritorius Killing.”

“We’re quite familiar with the A.S.S., and the awards it bestows upon deserving Andorians,” the man muttered.

“And those not so deserving,” the woman said.

“Regardless,” the man growled, “it’s a longstanding Andorian tradition that the recipient of a major accolade can be stripped of said award if she fights and is defeated by a superior foe.”

“I doubt you could defeat J’hana,” Richards said, a small smile spreading.

“No,” the man said, whapping his hand with the chain again. “But the tradition also states that in the award winner’s absence, her mate can stand in.”

“M-mate,” Richards said, backing up until he was pressed against the opposite alley wall. “M-me?”

“Are you not her mate?”

Richards thought about that. “Well, yes, I guess I am, but…”

“But what?”

Richards gulped. “Haven’t you all heard of, you know, making, like, a toast or something?”

“Destroy him!” the man roared.

“Christopher, oh my stars, no!” a girlish voice called out.

The advancing Andorians turned toward the doorway, where J’hana, in all her dressed-up splendor, stood, fanning her face.

“What is this?” the man bellowed.

“Xax, you little curd of tripe,” J’hana said sweetly, stepping up to the man. “You’re still not the same since we broke up, are you?”

“I had twelve back surgeries after you left me,” Xax replied, as J’hana swept a finger along his chin.

“And you’re still a hunched over freak,” J’hana said. “You were too weak for me.”

“And he’s not?” Xax asked, angrily pointing his chain at Richards.

“Weak? Now that’s a little…” Richards pointed out, but J’hana held up a silencing finger.

“He’s weak, all right,” J’hana said. “He’s human. And I’m here to say…” She glanced back at him, her eyes twinkling. “He’s tamed me.”

One of the other attacking Andorians turned, retched, and threw up in the nearest garbage receptacle.

“No, it cannot be,” Xax said, the blue draining from his face.

“It certainly be,” J’hana said. “It just took the right kind of man to show me that there’s a better way. A kinder, gentler way.” She stroked Richards’s face. “I do love this man.” She turned at Xax and smiled. “And I couldn’t bear to watch you hurt him.”

“J’hana, you’re starting to freak me out.”

“I’m trying to be sweet,” she said between clenched teeth.

“Yes, but these people want to kill us.”

“I’m well aware. And if we do die for our love, there is surely nothing ‘sweeter’ than that.”

“Yes, but then we’ll be dead.”

“Shart. I knew you would bring that up. What fun is life if you don’t eventually die in combat!”

Richards swallowed hard. “But I don’t want to die!”

J’hana sighed. “Humans are a total mystery.”

“That’s enough,” Xax said, stretching his chain between two hands, then knotting it up in one fist. “This human’s obviously turned J’hana into a weakling. Killing her will not bring us any glory.”

“Hey, looks like your makeover came in handy…” Richards whispered.

“BUT LET’S KILL HER ANYWAY!” Xax shouted, leaping toward J’hana.

“THE HUMAN TOO!”

“J’hana, do something!” Richards shouted, pushing J’hana to the ground as Xax leapt at her, swinging his chain.

“But I may damage my dress,” J’hana replied, rolling over on the ground, pushing Richards to the side as one of the Andorians’ blades came sailing at him.

“Fwark your dress, J’hana! This is a fight, and I need you to, you know, be yourself. Do your thing!”

“You mean kill people?”

Richards nodded.

“But it’s not ladylike.”

“I don’t care! I love you just the way you are.!”

J’hana’s face softened. “Do you mean that?”

Richards nodded vigorously, and she kissed him on the forehead.

“In that case, wait one second, sweetie. I’ll be just a minute.”

With that, J’hana stood, circled by snarling, crouched, vicious Andorian murderers.

“REARRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRGHHHHHHH!” she screamed, leaning forward and flexing her arms. Her dress split down the back, and she reached back and yanked it off, leaving only a smattering of leather undergarments.

Richards ducked, covering his eyes, as he heard J’hana’s excited panting, and the juicy sounds of hand-to-hand violence, followed by horror-stricken cries of pain.

Moments later, a hand tapped his shoulder. “You may stand now.”

Richards reluctantly rose to his feet, and slowly took his hands away from his eyes. Sweaty, blood-spattered, and half-naked, J’hana stood there facing him, breathing heavy.

“That was fun,” she said, drawing a forearm across her forehead.

“You look…fantastic,” Richards said, leaning forward and kissing J’hana square on the mouth.

She hooked her arm in his. “Dessert?”

“Please.”



“Apparently it was something to behold,” Captain Baxter said, stepping with Peterman through the dual doors that led into Ship’s Shoppes. “From what Chris said, she laid waste to the gang of Andorians in moments.”

“Well, there’s a reason she’s winning the award for meritorious killing, I guess,” Peterman said.

“You feel like you failed.”

“Well, yeah. I was hoping to soften J’hana a bit. In hopes that her relationship with Chris would work out. They both…” She looked at Baxter earnestly. “They both really need something to work out.”

“Agreed,” Baxter said. “However, did you ever think that maybe someone like J’hana’s never going to change.”

“I guess.”

“And really, would we want her any other way?”

Peterman shrugged. “I have to admit, she does make me feel…safe.”

“Don’t let her hear that,” Baxter muttered. “It might, you know…turn her on.”

Peterman slapped Baxter’s chest, as they ducked into Space Tastes. “Shut up.”

“Anybody home?” Baxter asked, glancing into the dim restaurant.

“Computer, lights to one half,” a voice said, and the restaurant slowly illuminated. Janice Browning sat at the back corner table, surrounded by an array of desserts. “We’re closed.”

“We just wanted a nightcap,” Baxter said.

“A nightcap of food,” Peterman fully explained. “Andy’s been talking about boston creme pies all night.”

“There’s plenty…of well, everything,” Browning said, gesturing at the plates of cakes, pies, and muffins. “Grab a fork and dig in.”

“Janice, um…you’ve got chocolate on your mouth,” Baxter said, grabbing a fork from the nearby bin, and another for Peterman.

Peterman sat down opposite Browning, and stared at her as Baxter sat down and handed her a fork.

“Janice, what’s wrong?”

“Hmm?” she said distantly. “Oh, just having dessert.”

“You’re just having ten desserts,” Peterman said. “This is a lot, even for you.”

“How was the party?”

“The…” Peterman trailed off. “Oh. The party. I see…”

“J’hana and Chris,” Baxter replied through a forkful of pie. “Man this is good!”

“Honey, let me psychoanalyze,” Peterman said, and turned back to Browning. “It’s J’hana and Chris, isn’t it?”

“Well. Yeah,” Browning said reluctantly, and pushed her plate away. “I want to see this thing with J’hana work out as much as the rest of you do, it’s just…just that…”

“You’re afraid she’ll kill him? Yeah, us too,” Baxter said, gobbling up another slice of pie.

“No, it’s not that,” Browning said. “I’m just not ready to be…enthusiastic about this. Not enough to go to a party, to watch them together, I just can’t yet.”

Peterman rubbed a hand over her face. “Janice, I’m so sorry. I feel like an idiot.”

Baxter turned to her. “Why, you’ve got no chocolate on your face.”

“Quiet, dear.” She gestured at Browning with her fork. “You needed me today, and I was busy…grooming J’hana.”

“Actually, Yeoman Briggs…”

“Shhhh.” Peterman shook her head. “I’ve been a terrible friend! I ignored you in your time of need. I didn’t even ask why you weren’t going to the Blue Ball.”

“I’ve been trying to lay low,” Browning said with a shrug.

“Well, no more of that,” Peterman said. “Andy, you’ll go down to the award show with Chris tomorrow. Support your friend. But I’m staying here with you, Janice. We’re going for a night out at the holodeck, wherever you want. I’m here for you.”

“Really?” Browning said. “You don’t have to.”

“Darn right I do,” Peterman said, reaching forward and taking Browning’s hands. “Counseling is my job, but being friends with you is what I do in my spare time. And damn it, right now, my job is to be your friend!”

“You’re not making sense,” Baxter pointed out.

“Yeah. I…drank…some stuff…at the Ball,” Peterman said, her eyes going glassy.

Browning looked at Baxter. “We’d better get her down to Sickbay.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, pushing out of his chair and helping Peterman up. He snagged a crueller, and then followed Browning out of the restaurant.



“You were magnificent tonight,” Richards said, leaning up on an elbow and staring at J’hana. “The way you…well, I was too scared to watch, but it sounded awesome.”

“I did inflict a great deal of carnage,” J’hana agreed, and stared back at Richards. “But what now? Are you sure you can handle me…the real me…without any of your sill human weaknesses?”

“I like your strength, J’hana. I love it. I draw from it. I don’t know how else to say it.”

“Then say no more,” J’hana said. “You will accompany me tomorrow to the awards ceremony?”

“Of course.” Richards thought about it. “As a matter of fact, since you tried things my way, it’s only fair that tomorrow I, uh, do things…you know, your way…”

“You wish to dress like an Andorian.”

“Um…sure.”

J’hana grinned toothily. “Yeoman Briggs will be most pleased. Now then…if you wish to see a display of my strength, that can be arranged….”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58299.4. We’re about to wind up the second of our two- day visit to Andor with what I’m told is a terrific awards show. I’m happy to report that Counselor Peterman recovered nicely after some minor gastric and nervous-system-related problems brought on by Andorian lava punch. As a result, she won’t miss her date in the holodeck with Janice.

Meanwhile, I’m heading down to the planet to show my support for Commander Richards and his new…girlfriend. Can we say ‘girlfriend’ in captain’s logs? I’m sure I’ve done it before, so no need to stop now.

Anyways, since Kelly’s not going, there’s an extra ticket. So I took someone I thought might enjoy it.



“I appreciate the ticket, Captain,” Lt. Commander Hartley said, following Baxter to the transporter room. “It’s not often I do things with senior staff type people.”

“Yeah. That’s what I was thinking. Plus, you like violence.”

“Yeah, I like a good fight.”

“You’ll probably see one,” Baxter said with a sigh.

“You’re not just bringing me for protection, are you?”

“Nonsense,” Baxter said with a nervous laugh.

“That’s what I’m here for,” Mirk said, bringing up the rear. “The Captain here figures that a semi-omnipotent being should be able to shield him from any knives that might fly his way.”

“Finding an extra ticket wasn’t hard,” Baxter said. “And it helps when you know…well, violent killers…” They came up to the transporter room door, at the same time as Lt. Commander J’hana. “Well, speak of the devil,” Baxter said with a grin, sizing up J’hana’s leather-banded outfit, complete with spikes and inappropriate garters.

“Have you ever danced with the devil in the pale moonlight, sir?” J’hana asked, standing rigidly at attention by the door.

“No.”

“You will tonight. Your wife will regret staying on the ship.”

“Personal reasons,” Baxter said weakly, as Mirk and Hartley walked up behind him.

“I appreciate each of you coming tonight,” J’hana said somberly. “However, you must know, that as pink-skins, you will be targets. My people will be especially rambunxious, since we’re talking about killing.”

“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Baxter said. “Besides, I’m packing a Maloxian tonight.”

“You’ll need him,” J’hana said, and pointed toward the door. “Now then, Commander Richards is within. He has dressed for the occasion. Brace yourselves.”

The doors opened, and shortly thereafter, Baxter, Mirk, and Hartley dropped to the floor laughing.

“Can we just go?” Richards asked.



“And I’d like to thank my assault and battery instructor, without whom I’d never have known the five major weak points on a Naausican’s spinal column. Thank you, again, for this terrific award.”

With that, the slender Andorian male pivoted and headed off the stage, to be replaced with Su’zan, a popular actress in Andor’s theatre world, who took the podium, smiling at the crowd.

“And that was Zzzzzztara, with the award for best hand-to-hand pummeling of a species with superior strength to weight ratio,” Su’zan said, clapping vigorously. “Let’s hear it for Zzzzztara!” She looked out at the audience. “Now then, we come to the moment of the night we’ve all been waiting for…other than the hatchet fight and the Mishtak Deluxe.”

She paused for laughter; however, there was none. “At any rate, I met J’hana of the Ninth Hive back when I was performing the role of Sleeza in the Zandor City production of ‘The Fury and The More Fury.’ She was a teenager, barely out of the hiveling stage, and she was a thing of beauty. We ran into each other on the streets of Zandor City, and anyone here who’s been there can attest that it’s not wise to travel there alone…”

Still, no laughter.

“Well, she had just stepped off a hovercar, when a roving deathmatch squadron sank upon her. I was too far away to offer assistance, but I was able to watch her dispatch fourteen Andorians in a matter of moments, then take the time to tip her hovercar driver the appropriate amount. We all know how that is.”

Someone coughed in the audience.

“Oh, come on, that was actually funny!” Su’zan sighed. “So I came to meet and know J’hana, as a deft opponent in battle. I watched her join Starfleet, and although she’s been criticized far and wide for spending her time with weaker races, she’s made a life for herself on the U.S.S. Explorer. It was there, five months ago, that she slaughtered two hundred and seven Orions. Let’s take a look…”

Baxter shifted uncomfortably in his seat as a screen emerged from the stage floor and displayed J’hana, cutting a swath through a horde of attacking Orions, defending the Explorer.

He leaned toward Hartley. “How the hell did they get ahold of our flight recorder footage anyway?”

“Don’t ask me, sir. I just came for the free food.”

“Thanks. You’re lots of help.”

“That’s just a taste of the kind of vengeance J’hana has dealt day in and day out on the Explorer. And though it’s not vogue to say so of a Starfleet officer, I believe J’hana is one of the most deserving winners of the Award for Meritorious Killing in our history. Come up to the stage, J’hana. Claim your plaque and fruit basket!”

J’hana stood, straightened her leather encumbrances, and marched up onstage. She turned and looked out on the audience.

“I have only one person I wish to thank,” J’hana said.

Baxter smiled. “That’s so nice. She really shouldn’t…”

“Commander Christopher Richards, who has been a friend, commanding officer, and most recently, a mate. Chris, come on up on stage!”

From his seat in the dim auditorium, Richards waved politely. “No thanks, J’hana.”

“You’re being modest. You know how we have talked about that. Come here now and share in my glory.”

Su’zan glanced up at the control booth. “J’hana, they’re telling us to move it along.”

“Silence. I want to share this moment with my mate!”

Reluctantly, Richards made his way to the stage, amidst gasps from the Audience.

There he stood, in all his Andorian splendor, leather, spikes, and all, and an ornate bronze codpiece that would make knight of the dark ages of Earth blush.

J’hana took his hand and lifted it, smiling viciously out at the crowd. “We did it, Christopher! The Award for Meritorious Killing. My family’s long stretch of dishonor is over!”

Richards blinked. “Their what?”

“WAIT!” a voice cried from the audience.

“This is peculiar,” Su’zan said, glancing back up at the control booth.

“D’aht,” J’hana asked, trying to see into the audience. “I know we said we’d try to kill each other before my trip was over, but your timing is rather inappropriate.”

D’aht jogged up at the stage, a large sword held aloft. “You have no claim to that award!”

“Yeah I do.” J’hana thumbed back at the plaque. “It has my name on it and everything.”

“Have you seen the bylaws of the Andorian Slaughter Society!”

J’hana looked at Su’zan, who shrugged. “I don’t know much about the A.S.S. This is just a one-time gig.”

“Three hundred years ago, it was ordained that no member of the ninth hive would ever win the Award for Meritorious Killing. And so it has been, time immemorial, until now!”

J’hana cocked her head, her antennae twitching. “But you’re the one who called me! You’re the one who championed me through the committee!”

“Yes, that’s true,” D’aht said, and leapt onto the stage. “And I did it all for the chance to stand here on stage with you, share your glory, deprive you of the right to this prestigious award, and like my ancestor of so long ago, behead you in front of a live studio audience!”

J’hana processed this, her jaw working. “So your descendant beheaded my descendant, and was singlehandedly responsible for my family being held out of contention for this award every year, for centuries?”

“Indeed. And now I intend to finish the job! Suva may have reformed, but I’m as nasty as ever, shevath. Now defend yourself!”

Su’zan, for her part, leapt from the dais. Andorian or not, most pop icons are fairly soft individuals.

Richards ducked, as J’hana stood in front of him, her fists balled. D’aht shrieked, and lunged at her, sword swinging.

J’hana went down, sweeping a leg out, dropping D’aht’s legs out from under her.

The Andorian woman flipped end-over-end, and slammed to the floor.

The broad sword flew, also end-over-end, up into the air.

On the way back down, J’hana grabbed it by the hilt, and guided it home, thrusting it into D’aht’s chest, pinning her to the stage.

The audience was silent.

“Well, what are you waiting for, Mirk?” Baxter asked through clenched teeth. “Create an orb of protection or something. Flash us into another dimension!”

“Nah…actually, this is kind of entertaining!” Mirk said, stroking his chin.

Baxter glared at Hartley, who just shrugged.

“When he’s right, he’s right.”

Richards stared out at the audience, then at D’aht’s immobile form, then at J’hana.

“Is this normal?”

“For Andorians, it is. Scared yet?”

“Not really but…okay, a little shaken up.”

“That’s normal.” J’hana took Richards’s hand and led him off the stage. “Let’s get back to the Explorer. I can see your outfit is chafing you.”

“Wait…aren’t you going to get your award?”

J’hana shrugged. “I was just here for the show. Grab the cheese kit, though. Those are usually pretty good.”

“Right.”



“I’m still feeling a little rumbling in my tummy, but it’s nothing a hot tea with lemon won’t cure,” Peterman said with a light laugh as she sipped her tea. “But how are you?”

“Fine,” Browning said. “I had fun last night.”

“Me too. It’s not every day I get to visit a holographic smorgasbord from one hundred and nineteen different planets.”

“That might explain the rumbling in your tummy, as much as the Andorian stuff,” Browning suggested, rising. “Well, I’ve got to open the restaurant. Thanks for chatting.”

“I’m always here,” Peterman said, rising to walk Browning to the door. “You know, everything’s going to be fine.”

“I know,” Browning said. “Time, and such.”

Peterman nodded. “Yeah.”

The door opened to reveal J’hana.

“Ahhhh!” Browning shrieked.

“Am I early for my appointment?”

“A little,” Peterman said sheepishly. Browning glared at her, then looked back at J’hana.

“Nice to, um, see you…J’hana.”

“Likewise,” J’hana said. “By the way, your ex is a formidable presence in the bedroom.”

“You know…I’ve really got to go…” Browning said, pointing toward the door.

“Was it something I said?” J”hana asked, watching Browning jog off.

“No,” Peterman said, and gestured for J’hana to sit down. “You’re just…you. Have a seat. Let’s talk about it.”



THE END.



Baxter and Peterman get an unexpected surprise when their runabout detours into an asteroid belt. What they find there will put Counselor Peterman’s training…and Captain Baxter’s patience…to the test. Guest-written by Alan Decker!




For the Rock is Hollow and I Have Touched This Guy



by Alan Decker



Captain Andy Baxter’s companion was silent as the runabout Chicamacomico lifted off of the deck of the massive docking facility about Rigel IV and made its way toward the exit. The silence wasn’t all that much of a surprise, since it had been the general state of affairs for the last day or so. It was the half-pout/half-glare accompanying said silence that concerned Baxter. It didn’t take the deductive reasoning skills of his Chief of Security to figure out that his wife was pissed off (Wait. J’hana didn’t have any deductive reasoning skills. Not that that mattered now. He was letting his mind wander again to avoid facing the inevitable). There was a reckoning coming. And unfortunately he had a sense he was the one about to be reckoned…reckoned with…feel the reckoning? Oh never mind.

“Honey…” Baxter began.

“Watch where you’re flying,” Kelly Peterman snapped.

Baxter adjusted their course a bit to avoid the frame of the docking bay doors and sent the runabout into the busy orbital tracks around Rigel IV.

“You’re mad about something.”

“So you noticed that.”

“At me?”

“What do you think?”

“I think you think I did something that I have no clue that I did, and since I don’t know what that something is, I’d really like for you to tell me so that I don’t have to spend the entire trip back to the Explorer guessing and being scowled at.”

“You’re drifting.”

“I think I’m pretty focused.”

Peterman pointed out the front viewport. “You’re drifting!” she said. Baxter once again adjusted their course, preventing the runabout from edging toward a nearby Andorian freighter. Definitely not the folks you want to accidentally bump into. They tended to be rather touchy about that kind of thing.

“Are you going to tell me what I did or not?” Baxter asked as he flew the runabout along their orbital track until he reached the navigation buoy indicating the proper exit point into open space.

“What was this supposed to be?” Peterman demanded.

“This what?”

“This trip!”

“A romantic getaway?”

“To a conference on ‘Emerging Trends in Intra-System Relations’?”

Baxter bit his lower lip. “It was a nice hotel.”

“You hate diplomacy.”

“I like it better than being blown up.”

“Andy!”

“I got an invitation!” Baxter said defensively. “Me! I never get invited to conferences. And you said you wanted to get away for vacation. Just the two of us.”

“Sitting through three hours of ‘Brekka and Ornara: Lessons Learned’ was not what I had in mind.”

“We cuddled in that session.”

“You fell asleep on my shoulder. And drooled. It hardly counts. This whole thing was about you. What you wanted. Not me. Not us.”

“Hey. I wanted you…”

“LOOK OUT!”

Baxter whipped his head back toward the viewport and slammed his hands down on the helm console just in time to veer the Chicamacomico away from an oncoming Vulcan shuttle. He wasn’t quite fast enough. The runabout jolted as its port warp nacelle scraped against the Vulcan’s nacelle briefly.

“Did you see that?” Baxter cried. “He sideswiped us!”

“You were in his lane.”

“It’s space! He had plenty of room to avoid us.”

“You were on his approach vector.”

“No. He was in the way of our departure,” Baxter said. “He didn’t even stop.”

“We’d better turn around,” Peterman said.

“If he doesn’t want to talk to us, I’m not going to go chasing after him.”

“I mean to check the ship,” Peterman said.

“We’re fine.”

“The nacelle…”

“Is fine!” Baxter snapped. First the trip wasn’t good enough, then his flying wasn’t good enough, and now she didn’t think the ship was okay. Was Kelly ever going to let up? Suppressing an annoyed grunt, he sent the runabout into warp.



Five Minutes Later…



“We’re not fine!” Peterman said, gripping the armrests of the co-pilots chair for dear life as the runabout bucked and jolted violently.

“Working on it,” Baxter said through gritted teeth as he struggled to keep the runabout under control. The warp field was destabilizing, the coils in the port nacelle were dangerously close to overload, and if Baxter didn’t do something soon, the entire runabout was going to be vaporized in a brilliant ball of flaming stubbornness.

Quickly deciding that admitting that Peterman was right and he was wrong was preferable to exploding, Baxter dropped the runabout out of warp. Unfortunately, this didn’t quite solve the problem.

“Honey,” Baxter said hesitantly looking over the readouts.

“What?” Peterman replied irritated.

“Um…we’re going to blow up in a minute.”

“A minute!”

“Well…forty-five seconds really.”

“I told you that nacelle…”

“I know,” Baxter said, cutting her off. “This really isn’t the time for blame.”

“It’s the only time for blame. We don’t have time for anything else!”

“Ha!” Baxter said, suddenly sending the runabout dipping downward.

“What is it?”

“There’s an asteroid field in range.”

“How is that going to help us?”

“I don’t know. One of them might be big enough to hold a bit of an atmosphere. Or at least we could beam onto one in EVA suits and hope somebody finds us before our life support gives out.”

“Do we even have time to put the EVA suits on?” Peterman said, scrambling out of her seat.

“Hunh.”

“I said, do we…”

“Not hunh the question. Hunh the…hunh.”

“Hunh?”

“Right,” Baxter said.

“No, hunh the what the hell are you talking about?”

“I’m getting energy and life sign readings from inside one of these asteroids. There’s a chamber in there. I’ve moved us within range.”

“Then let’s go!” Peterman exclaimed, dragging Baxter away from the pilot’s console toward the transporter at the rear of the runabout cockpit. She got in position for beam out as Baxter yanked a phaser out of the supply cabinet, rushed over to the transporter, then froze.

“What are you doing?” Peterman demanded, near panic.

“It’s been a while since I did this.”

“You don’t remember how to work a transporter?”

“Do you want to do it?” Baxter snapped.

“I can’t!”

“Then let me think,” Baxter said, putting the phaser down on top of the console so he could work. “Put in coordinates. Prime transporter circuits. Set time delay. Got it!” He ran up beside his wife. “Crap! I left the phaser!” Baxter started to move.

“Leave it!” Peterman cried, yanking him back just as the transporter beam locked onto the pair.

They were gone seconds later.

A second or two later, the Chicamacomico was also gone…but in a much messier fashion involving a big flash, a shockwave, some twisted metal and…you get the idea.



Baxter and Peterman rematerialized deep inside the mysterious asteroid chamber they had detected and barely had a chance to breathe before the entire place shuddered.

Peterman turned to Baxter. “Was that…?”

“Uh huh,” Baxter nodded.

“Next time I tell you to check the nacelle…”

“Can we argue about this later?” Baxter said. He stepped forward to look around. They appeared to be in a living room. The decor was straight out of the Starfleet catalog. If Baxter didn’t know that they were currently inside several hundred feet of rock, he would have thought that he was in a set of quarters on a starship or a starbase. Very big quarters, but quarters nonetheless. On the far side of the room, a corridor led off toward what Baxter assumed were other rooms. His attention was more drawn to the large set of heavy double doors on the side wall. Did those things go outside? Well, outside into the parts of the asteroid that hadn’t been converted into an apartment, at any rate. Why would anyone want to go out there? And why put the doors in the same room with a sofa, chairs, and a holovision?

At least, if the furniture was any indication, Baxter didn’t have to worry too much about not retrieving that phaser.

A set of doors opened down the hallway, and a somewhat rotund bearded man shuffled out, his attention focused on the bowl of food he was carrying. He popped a piece of whatever the food substance was into his mouth and got through about three chews before he realized that his destination was already occupied. His eyes widened in alarm for a moment, but then he suddenly stopped and nodded, a smile of understanding tugging at his lips.

“You’re here to check up on things,” he said, entering the living room. “They told me you would eventually, but after all this time I was starting not to believe it.” His eyes locked on Peterman, looking her up and down appreciatively as he extended a hand to her. “Doctor Ray Miller. It’s a pleasure.”

“Kelly Peterman,” Peterman said, shaking Miller’s offered hand.

“As I said, a pleasure,” Miller replied, continuing the handshake.

And continuing it.

And… “I’m Andy Baxter,” Baxter said, snatching Miller’s hand away from his wife and shaking it. “Captain Andy Baxter. Look, we…”

“You want to go inside. Of course,” Miller said, heading over to the panel by the large double doors.

“Um…don’t we need to be wearing…”

“No. You’re fine,” Miller said, activating the controls. The doors slid open revealing…

…a bathroom.

This was not what Baxter was expecting. Why would a bathroom be behind a door like that unless… “What the hell are you putting out?” he exclaimed.

“Huh?” Miller said confused.

Peterman leaned over to Baxter’s ear and whispered, “I think it’s a holodeck.”

“Oh. That makes sense,” Baxter whispered back. “But shouldn’t we be telling him about the whole ship exploding thing. We’re not who he thinks we are, so he might be about to show us classified material that I’m probably not authorized…”

“I wanna see it,” Peterman said, pushing past Baxter into the bathroom where Miller stood. Baxter hesitated for a moment. Things were just starting to straighten out for him as a captain. He’d been invited to a conference, after all. And now he was about to withhold information so that he could see a classified project, which was inevitably going to get him in trouble yet again. What would it be this time? Another remedial class at the Academy? Another stint at a rehabilitation colony? But Kelly was already inside, and he wasn’t about to leave her alone with that Miller guy. With a soft sigh, he headed inside.

Again, the bathroom decor was Starfleet-standard…well, except for the massive bathtub with the spa jets and room for at least four people. At least Baxter didn’t think it was standard. Did other captains get tubs like that on their ships? He’d have to check when he got back to the Explorer.

Miller, meanwhile, opened the bathroom’s other door and led Baxter and Peterman out into a Starfleet-issue bedroom, complete with a pair of non-Starfleet issue naked and nubile women lounging in the bed.

“Doctor Ray!” the pair exclaimed, both quickly getting on their knees and bouncing up and down on the bed to display their excitement.

“Not now, ladies,” Miller said, shooting a sheepish glance back at Baxter and Peterman.

“Awwwwwwwwww.”

“I’ll be back soon, though. I promise.” Miller gestured for Baxter and Peterman to follow him out of the bedroom and into a starship corridor.

“Now I know it’s a holodeck,” Peterman muttered.

“Yeah. Bedrooms don’t usually go straight out into a corridor like that,” Baxter said.

“Andy!”

“What?”

“The girls?”

“I wasn’t paying any attention to them.”

“Uh huh.”

They followed Miller into a nearby turbolift, which he ordered to the bridge. Baxter was starting to get a sense of what was happening here. Dr. Miller was obviously some kind of starship designer. This whole facility must be a place for him to work on advanced projects away from the possible spying eyes of foreign governments. It was possible that Baxter was about to be one of the first people in the galaxy to see the future of Starfleet.

By the time the turbolift slowed to a halt, Baxter was almost giddy. What if he could offer Miller some suggestions that got used in the final design? What if Miller liked his ideas? This could be his legacy.

He dashed out of the turbolift onto the bridge. The sight before him stopped Baxter in his tracks. He hadn’t known what to expect, but he certainly didn’t…

He didn’t…

He…

“DILLON!!!!” Baxter screamed.

Nope. Baxter certainly hadn’t been expecting that.

But there he was, Commander Travis Dillon, sitting in the command chair on the bridge like he owned the joint and looking back at the new arrivals.

“Ah, Ambassador,” Dillon said, looking past Baxter and Peterman at Miller. “I wasn’t aware that we had guests aboard. And Starfleet ones at that. Is there a new mission that I should know about?”

“No no,” Miller said, stepping forward. “They’re simply here to observe me and discuss some ambassadorial-type business. Nothing for you to worry about. I just thought I’d show them the bridge.”

“It is impressive, isn’t it?” Dillon said smiling.

“Very much so, Captain,” Miller replied.

Baxter forced a smile, then turned to Miller. “Could I talk to you a second?” he asked through gritted teeth moments before he dragged him back toward the turbolift with Peterman close behind.

“What the hell is going on here?” Baxter demanded.

“Well…” Miller said.

“You’re letting that man test out advanced systems?” Baxter snapped, cutting Miller off before he’d even gotten his explanation started.

Miller opened his mouth to speak again, then stopped, staring at Baxter in confusion. “Advanced systems? That man, as you call him, is my patient.”

So Miller was that kind of doctor. And Dillon was sick. Baxter winced. “Ah.”

“Aren’t you two here to check on him?” Miller asked.

“Our runabout blew up. We beamed in here to save ourselves,” Peterman said.

“But you know Captain Dillon…or Commander really. I keep forgetting he made himself captain.”

“He can do that?” Baxter asked.

“In here, he can do anything he wants.”

“Told you it was a holodeck,” Peterman said, slapping Baxter’s arm.

“You said he’s your patient. What’s wrong with him? It is contagious?” Baxter asked.

“No no. Just a little mental breakdown.”

“And this is how you’re treating him?” Peterman exclaimed aghast.

“Well…yes,” Miller said.

“We need to have a talk,” Peterman said, pointing for Miller to get into the turbolift. Baxter moved to follow, but Peterman held up a hand to stop him. “You stay here with him,” she said. “Find out whatever you can about how he’s doing.”

“But you’re the counselor, honey,” Baxter said, trying to keep anything resembling a whine out of his voice. But to have to stay here alone with Dillon? A crazy Dillon at that? He could barely stand the man when he was briefly assigned to the Explorer in the First Officer exchange program. “I’d probably be better at interrogating Doctor Miller.”

“Interrogating?” Miller said surprised. “Wait a second. Who said anything about…”

“Stay here,” Peterman said firmly to her husband before storming into the turbolift with Miller. “We’ll be back soon.”

“Won’t be soon enough,” Baxter muttered.



Once they were in the turbolift, Peterman called for the holodeck exit and practically shoved Miller out into the living area of the asteroid. As Peterman charged out after him, Miller ambled over to the sofa and stretched out on it with a yawn.

“You call that treatment?” Peterman said, planting her hands on her hips as she stood in front of Miller.

“Of a sort,” Miller said, eyeing Peterman appreciatively. That pose made her attributes jut out oh so…

“Stop ogling me!” Peterman shouted. “This is a man’s mind we’re talking about here. He needs counseling. But you…you’re just letting him indulge himself while you…indulge yourself.”

“I’m just following orders,” Miller said with a shrug.

“Orders? Who would order you to do something like that?”

“A decision was made. That’s all I can tell you. It was felt that this solution would be in the best interests of everyone involved.”

“What happened?”

“To Travis? One life disappointment too many. The command he felt was his went to someone else. The woman he loved left him for another man without saying goodbye. It was just too much for his mind to bear. He snapped. Rather than send him off to Tantalus V or someplace like that, Dillon was brought here where he could create whatever kind of life for himself he so desired. And I left my post as counselor at Waystation to care for him.”

“Wait. You were the counselor at Waystation?”

“Yes.”

“We need to talk about that place…later. Now what about Dillon?”

“What about him?” Miller asked.

“Have you tried counseling him at all?”

“A little at first. He didn’t take well to it.”

“So instead he’s just supposed run around in his own fairy dreamland until he dies? You call that a life?” Peterman said.

“It doesn’t sound so bad to me.”

“But it’s not real! How is he supposed to grow as a person?”

“Just what are you expecting him to grow into? He had his life, and his mind decided that it just wasn’t working out. Yes, maybe a facility like Tantalus V could help him, but then what? Do you think he’d just be able to step back into his Starfleet career? That’s what he really wants. Out there he’d probably be given a medical discharge. In here, he’s been in command of his own ship for three years. He’s happy. Why would you want to mess with that?”

Peterman really couldn’t think of a response. She was sure there was one, but at the moment she couldn’t manage much beyond silent fuming.

Miller took this to be the end of the argument. “You both are welcome to stay until we can find some transportation for you,” he said, pulling himself up off of the sofa with a grunt. “There’s a spare room down the hall. Oh, we should probably go get Captain Baxter. Travis tends to get testy when people hang around too long and won’t obey his orders.”

“Testy? What does that mean?”

Miller shrugged again. “There a reason this ambassador spends most of his time below-decks.”



“So…” Baxter said, rocking on his heels as his wandered aimlessly around the holographic bridge Dillon had set himself up in, “this is your ship, huh?”

“I’m proud to say it is,” Dillon said…well…proudly. He got up from his command chair and threw open his arms, taking it all in. “USS Indomitable. One-hundred seventy-two deck and over three-thousand crew. She’s equipped with super-transdimensional warp drive, poly-phasic regenerative shielding and armor plating, ninety-eight ultra-quantum torpedo tubes, and an outer hull completely layered in mega-compression phaser arrays.”

Baxter choked. “Was USS Invincible already taken?”

“I considered it, but I thought it might just be asking for trouble.”

“Riiiight.” So Dillon had created an ridiculously-powerful ship for himself. No surprise there. It was a holodeck. He could do whatever he wanted. An over-inflated ego like his would need a ship to match. Or was this one of those over-compensating for his previous life failures kind of deal? How was Baxter supposed to know? He wasn’t the counselor. This was his wife’s job. Miller’s job really, not that he’d been doing.

But Kelly wanted information. Fine. He’d keep the conversation going.

“How’s life…otherwise?”

“Otherwise?” Dillon asked confused.

“Other than your ship.”

“Fine,” Dillon said, obviously wondering why he was being asked such a question.

“I mean, is there anything else you do in here?”

“Besides command? It’s a bridge. What else would I do in here?”

“What about when you’re not commanding?”

“We’ve been in space for the last three years. There hasn’t been time for much else.”

“So no extra-curricular activities?” Baxter asked.

“Like what?”

“A family?”

“I have a ship and crew to look after.”

“Girlfriend?”

Dillon’s face instantly darkened. “No,” he said, his voice almost a growl. He quickly recovered himself. “My life doesn’t leave time for such things.”

“Wait. You mean to tell me that you’ve been in here for three years and haven’t done anything but run a starship?”

“I am the captain,” Dillon said.

“But…”

“You need to go,” Dillon snapped.

“Dillon…”

“CAPTAIN Dillon!”

“I’m more of a captain than you are!” Baxter shot back.

“The pips don’t make the officer.”

“You would say that considering.”

“Considering what?” Dillon demanded.

“Don’t give me that. I know who you really are.”

“You don’t know a thing about me.”

“As much as I wish that were true, we’ve had too many run-ins.”

“What the hell are you babbling about? I’ve never seen you before in my life.”

Baxter stopped in the middle of preparing a devastating retort. “You don’t remember me?”

“We’ve never met,” Dillon said firmly.

“Yes, we have!”

“Are you questioning me?”

“Damn right I am. You can’t just pretend you don’t know who I am. I’ve had to put up with you since the Secondprize, and…”

“How DARE you say that word to me on my own ship!” Dillon thundered, going toe-to-toe with Baxter. This seemed awfully familiar to Baxter for some reason. Oh yeah. They’d ended up yelling at each other in Baxter’s ready room on the Explorer a few years earlier. That particular argument had ended with Baxter challenging Dillon to punch him, which Dillon did. Not this time.

“Listen up, you insa…HEY!” Baxter narrowly ducked Dillon’s fist, which was headed in the direction of his face. He struck back, catching Dillon in the gut with a solid right and doubling him over. “Not feeling so puffed-up now, are ya?” Baxter said, standing up. Dillon leapt back and crouched into a fighting stance. Baxter laughed. “What the hell is that supposed to be?”

“Hapkido,” Miller’s voice said from behind him. Baxter turned his head to see the counselor and Peterman exiting the turbolift onto the bridge. “Captain Dillon is working toward his black belt in the discipline…as well as several others.”

“I’ve been studying,” Dillon said.

“Obsessively really,” Miller said. “You should see the Indomitable’s recreation facilities at some point. The captain gives rather impressive demonstrations.”

“I’m about to give one now,” Dillon said.

“Maybe another time,” Peterman said, grabbing Baxter’s arm and urging him toward the turbolift.

“I’m so sorry he disturbed you, Captain,” Miller said. “We’ll just be off to our meeting now.”

Dillon glared at Baxter, then stood up from his ready stance. “Very well,” he said, straightening his uniform. “And I would ask that you keep a tighter rein on your guests, Ambassador.”

“I will,” Miller replied, backing into the turbolift where Peterman and Baxter were waiting. The doors slid shut and…

“I told you to talk to him, not pick a fight!” Peterman said.

“I didn’t mean to,” Baxter said. “He just snapped! And get this. He claims not to remember me.”

“Did you know him well?” Miller asked.

“We were on the Secondprize together and…”

“Ohhhh,” Miller said. “You didn’t happen to mention that word, did you?”

“What word?”

“Secondprize.”

“Yeah. So?”

“He doesn’t like that word.”

“So you just avoid saying it?” Peterman asked. “Why am I even asking? It’s not like there was any real counseling going on here anyway. Exit!” The holodeck doors appeared as requested.

“We have an arrangement. It works,” Miller said, stepping out into the living area with Baxter and Peterman. “I just don’t think you two should go in there any more.”

“Good idea,” Baxter said.

Peterman said nothing.

“Honey?” Baxter said.

“Yeah yeah fine,” she groused.

“Good,” Miller said, starting off down the corridor leading back to the rest of the complex. “Now why don’t I show you to the guest quarters? I know you didn’t come with any luggage, but I’m sure we can find something for you to sleep in…unless you prefer to sleep in nothing at all,” he added with a leer at Peterman.

Peterman leaned over to her husband. “I just want you to know,” she whispered, “that this is officially the worst romantic getaway ever.”

“Worse than the Starshine Kids musical house of horrors?”

“Worse,” Peterman said, stalking off after Miller.



“I just can’t believe that man,” Peterman said, pacing in front of the bed in the spare bedroom Miller had provided to her and Baxter. Judging by the condition of the place, they were probably the first people to set foot inside.

Baxter finished his yawn and propped himself up on the bed pillows as he lay watching his wife’s movements. “He’s aggravating. He’s always been aggravating. I’m just mad that I let him get me worked up like that…again!”

“Not Dillon!” Peterman snapped. “Miller!”

“Shhh. He could be listening.”

“The only thing he would be listening for is the sounds of sex,” Peterman said. “WE’RE NOT HAVING SEX!” she shouted at the wall.

“Figures,” Baxter muttered.

“He thinks he’s given Dillon a good life. That all of this is somehow best for him.”

“Dillon gets to spend his life living out his every fantasy, boring as they are. You know he hasn’t done anything except command that ship. No wife. No kids. No anything. Anyway, my point is that people have been using holodecks for living out their dreams since they were invented.”

“But most people don’t live in them. And they know what they’re experiencing isn’t real. That’s Dillon’s reality in there.”

“So?”

“It’s wrong! It’s not a real life. How is any of this helping him get better?”

“But he’s happy.”

“That’s what Miller said.”

“Then leave it alone. It’s not our problem,” Baxter said. He saw the look on Peterman’s face. “This is about to become our problem, isn’t it?” he said.



In the next room, Counselor Miller wasn’t listening at all. Okay, he was briefly, but he quickly realized that there would be no auditory entertainment coming from the directions of his guests this evening. And really his mind was too troubled to have enjoyed it even if Captain Baxter and his lovely bride has decided to engage in any bedroom recreational activities. Stunning as she was, Kelly Peterman struck Miller as a potential source of trouble. Miller’s existence was fairly stable, which was one of his favorite aspects of it. Life on a bustling outpost like Waystation had just been so chaotic with all those patients to see and the threat of attack and so on. Here he could just relax and go about his business. The holodeck provided ample recreation even within the bounds of Dillon’s starship simulation. Things were quite and orderly. All of Miller’s needs were met.

And he did NOT want that to change.

This was going to require a specific action on his part, an action he had not taken in the entire three years he’d been inside this asteroid: activating the comm unit.

With the asteroid running on Starfleet Standard Time (otherwise known as Pacific Time a.k.a. the time in San Francisco) and it being fairly late at night, it wasn’t surprising that his intended comm recipient was not in his office. Undaunted, Miller left a message.

“Admiral Wagner, this is Counselor Ray Miller comming. I believe we have a problem…”



BONK.

“SHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

“I’m trying to SHHHHHHHHHHH.”

“Then don’t hit the walls.”

“It’s not like he’s going to wake up.”

“You gave him that much anesthezine, huh?”

“You gave him the anesthezine.”

“No, I didn’t. You did.”

“Andy!”

“What? I found the anti-grav pallet!”

“You were supposed to get the anesthezine, too!”

“Then what were you doing.”

“Making sure Dillon was asleep in his quarters.”

“So if neither of us gave him… Wow. Deep sleeper.”



“He’s going to be waking up soon. You should go,” Counselor Peterman said to her husband as they sat watching Dillon sleep in their bed.

“No way. I’m not leaving you alone with that madman,” Baxter replied, crossing his arms and settling deeper into his chair. “Not happening.”

“I don’t think he’s going to attack me. Why would he?”

“We took him out of his fantasy world, and now you’re going to try to counsel him. Gee, I can’t imagine what might make him attack you.”

“Your presence isn’t going to be very conducive to this process.”

“Tough.”

“Okay. Fine. You can stay. Just be quiet.”

“You won’t even know I’m here…unless he tries to hurt you.”

Peterman leaned over and kissed Baxter’s cheek. “You’re sweet. You know that?”

“It’s one of my best features.”

“I won’t argue with you there. Why don’t you get us some coffee?”

“You got it,” Baxter said, getting up from his seat and heading toward the door. He stopped and looked back at Peterman. “Should I get him one, too?”

“Sure. That’d be a nice way to kick things off.”

“Three coffees coming up,” Baxter said, heading out of the bedroom toward the small kitchenette he’d seen down the hall, which seemed to have the complex’s only replicator. Now that Peterman had a project to focus on, she didn’t seem to be so irritated with him. Maybe ending up inside this asteroid wasn’t such a bad thing after all. They were together. They were sniping at each other…

And she’d just tricked him into leaving the room.

After taking a second to smack himself in the forehead, Baxter rushed back to the bedroom door and started tapping furiously at the door control panel.

Locked. What a surprise.

“KELLY!” he screamed.



Inside the room, Dillon bolted upright in bed. “What is it? What’s happening? Dillon to bridge! Are we under attack?”

“It’s okay. You’re safe,” Peterman said calmingly.

Dillon locked onto her with an angry glare. “What are you doing in here? How dare you sneak into my quarters and…these aren’t my quarters. How DARE you move me into quarters that aren’t mine and then sneak in here while I’m sleeping? What’s the meaning of this?”

“I’m here to help you.”

“Help me? I don’t need any help.”

“KELLY!” Baxter’s voice cried again.

“Just ignore him,” Peterman said. “I’m here to talk about you.”

“While you’re interest in me is understandable,” Dillon said, climbing out of bed and beginning to pace in his pajamas (which looked more like a uniform than sleepwear), “this is not the way to go about it.”

“Tell me about the Secondprize.”

Dillon froze, his already-angry expression darkening. “I am warning you…”

“It’s just a name, a ship you once served on. Why the hostility?”

“I do not want to discuss it.”

“Why not? You’re here. You’re a captain. You’ve got your own ship. Why not reminisce about the past? There’s no harm in it.”

“Don’t push me…”

“Or is there something more to it? Could it be perhaps that you know all of this is a lie, Travis?”

“Captain Dillon to you.”

“Commander Dillon,” Peterman said. “You know that’s your real rank. There is no Indomitable. You aren’t a captain. You know that deep down, don’t you? Tell me the truth, Travis. I can’t help you until you do that.”

“No. I know the truth. This is the lie,” Dillon said.

“Travis…”

“NO!!!” Dillon thundered, raising his fists.



“What’s going on?” Counselor Miller demanded, storming out of his quarters while tying his robe closed.

“She’s counseling him,” Baxter said, sliding down the wall beside the door of the guest room until he was sitting on the floor.

“Dillon? She’s got him in there?” Miller exclaimed.

Baxter nodded.

“I knew it!” Miller shouted. “I knew she’d be nothing but trouble, and not the fun kind that ends with you tied to a bed covered in…”

“Okay!” Baxter snapped, covering his ears.

“She can’t start prodding and poking his psyche,” Miller continued. “The scab covering his wounds isn’t strong enough. She’ll rip him open, exposing the pus-filled oozing hole of…”

“OKAY!” Baxter shouted.

“We’ve got to do something.”

“You think I don’t know that? Wait. This is your place. Just use your security override code and open the damn door.”

“Security override code. Good idea. Wish I knew it.”

“You don’t know the security override code? How the hell do you not know the security override code? You live here!”

“Never needed it,” Miller said with a shrug.



“You can’t hide from yourself…or from me,” Peterman said.

“Captain Travis Michael Dillon hides from no one!”

“That might be true…if he actually existed. Sit down, Travis. Let’s talk,” Peterman said, gesturing to the chair next to her.

Dillon stalked over to the proffered seat…

…then yanked it up over his head as he turned on Peterman.

“We…have talked…ENOUGH!”



“What do you see?” Miller asked, pushing his head close to Baxter’s. Actually right into Baxter’s field of view.

“Nothing with you there,” Baxter replied, shoving Miller out of the way so that he could see the tiny display of the tricorder he was holding. Finally Miller had offered up something useful. He didn’t have the security override codes. He didn’t have so much as a pocket phaser. But he did have an old tricorder laying around, which at least gave Baxter a vague idea of what was happening inside the locked door. Peterman was sitting. Dillon was pacing.

And now the madman was about to clobber his wife with something large and metal.

Baxter was guessing chair, but he really didn’t give the matter much thought as he flung the tricorder aside (nailing Miller in the chest) and charged the door. He knew it wouldn’t open. He didn’t care. With the fury and panic he’d built up, he was just going to barrel right through it and tackle Dillon before he could…

SMACK.

Hmmm…would have been a better plan if the door had cooperated.

Baxter staggered back from the impact with the implacable door. He had to get inside. Kelly was in danger. Dillon was going to hurt her. Possibly kill her. He couldn’t just stand there while his wife was…

Wait.

There was something he could try.

It went against every fiber of his being, but there was something he could try.

“Captain Dillon!” Baxter shouted, pounding frantically against the door. “Captain Dillon! Are you in there, sir? You’re needed on the bridge!”



Dillon started his downswing, which would hopefully end with the rather satisfying silencing of the annoying person in front of him (Granted, this wasn’t traditional Starfleet policy, but Dillon had no doubt that Starfleet Command would understand why he’d taken this extreme action after they read his report. Most likely this Peterman woman wasn’t really Starfleet anyway. She was just involved in some kind of pathetic attempt to weaken one of Starfleet’s most decorated captains. Smashing her brains out was completely justified).

“Captain Dillon! Captain Dillon! Are you in there, sir? You’re needed on the bridge!”

Dillon turned toward the door in mid-swing, sending the chair clattering to the floor well away from its intended target, much to the relief of said target. Peterman’s happiness at not being pummeled with a chair quickly subsided as she realized the cost of saving her.

“Don’t listen to him,” she said, leaping up from her seat and grabbing Dillon’s arm. “He just didn’t want you to hurt me.”

Dillon’s eyes met hers, revealing a dark rage the likes of which she had never witnessed. “It’s bad enough that you tried to come after me, but you WILL NOT endanger MY SHIP!” Dillon hissed. Peterman reflexively released her grip. “You’re very lucky I don’t hit women…most of them.”

“But the chair…”

“With my fists,” Dillon snapped, adding a nod that was evidently supposed to indicate the finality of his statement, nonsensical as it was. He tried to walk out of the door, but found it locked. “Open it,” he demanded.

“Travis, I know you’re angry, but this isn’t…”

“OPEN IT!”

“Open it!” Baxter’s voice screamed from the corridor.

Peterman clenched her teeth and opened and closed her fists repeatedly. This wasn’t how this was supposed to work. Dillon needed counseling, but instead Andy was just playing on the man’s delusions to save her.

To save her.

And, when she thought about it, she really didn’t want to get crushed by chair or otherwise beaten to any kind of a pulp, which was likely to happen if she kept Dillon locked up for much longer.

Letting out a long sigh, she pushed past Dillon and typed in the code she’d set up to unlock the door.



Baxter suddenly jerked up from his position listening at the door.

“He’s coming,” he said quickly to Miller as he took off toward the holodeck. “Stall him.”

“Stall him?” Miller cried. “But we wanted to get him out of there!”

“I just need a second,” Baxter shot back. “Then bring him.”

Before Miller could get out so much as a grumble, the doors in front of him whooshed open revealing Travis Dillon. “I don’t have time for you, Ambassador,” Dillon said, brushing past him. “I need to get to the bridge.” He stopped after a couple of steps. “What deck is this? Where’s the turbolift?”

“Ahhh…I’ll take you there, Captain. It’s close by.”

“Good.”

Miller didn’t move. “Umm…did you sleep well?”

“Until I was awakened by a deranged harridan,” Dillon said. “I want her sent to the brig, by the way.”

“I’d be happy to take care of that for you.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“The turbolift! This is an emergency!”

“Er…”

“Right this way, Captain Dillon,” Baxter said, jogging into view and waving for Dillon to join him.

“Finally,” Dillon said, striding toward Baxter.

“Let’s get you to the bridge.”

“Yes,” Dillon looked around again as Baxter led him through the open holodeck doors into another corridor. “I don’t think I’ve ever been down here.”

“It’s a big ship.”

“Yes, it is,” Dillon said, puffing up proudly as he stepped into a waiting turbolift.

“What did you do?” Miller whispered, rushing up to Baxter.

“I moved your entrance,” Baxter replied. “I didn’t think he’d buy it if he walked into your bathroom and met your harem.”

“They’re not a harem.”

“Uh huh,” Baxter said, stepping into the turbolift with an increasingly impatient Dillon. They traveled to the bridge of the Indomitable in silence…and without Miller, who had decided to skip whatever else Baxter had planned, not that Baxter minded. He just wanted to get this over with.

Dillon was out of the turbolift as soon as the doors opened, rushing onto the darkened bridge as the red alert klaxon blared. He stopped in mid-stride as he saw what was on the viewscreen.

A Borg Cube.

He turned back to Baxter, his face filled not with the shock or horror that Baxter would have expects, but with disgust. “This is the big emergency?” Dillon asked, rolling his eyes before refocusing his attention on the crisis at hand. “Arm an ultra-quantum torpedo and fire.”

An instant later, the Borg cube on the screen was obliterated. Completely obliterated. As in reduced to space dust.

Okay, so it wasn’t much of a crisis.

“I guess I’ll leave you to it then,” Baxter said.

“To what?”

“Your ship. And don’t worry. I’ll take Counselor Peterman with me.”

“Who?”

“That woman who just…never mind,” Baxter said with a dismissive wave. “Have fun, Dillon.”

Dillon gave a firm straightening tug to his pajama top. “Commanding a starship is not about fun. It’s about duty. It’s about honor. It’s about being who I know that I am.”

Baxter just shook his head and headed back toward the turbolift. Before he knew what he was doing, he found himself whipping around and striding back toward Dillon. He should be leaving the man to his delusions. Running away as fast he could. Dillon was insane. He’d threatened Kelly. He and Baxter had never liked each other anyway, and yet…

“You could have more,” Baxter said.

“I don’t need career advice from the likes of you.”

“This isn’t about your career. It’s…everything.” How was he going to explain this without telling Dillon he was in a holodeck, not that Dillon would believe that anyway. Appeal to the ego, he could almost hear Kelly saying (Of course, the real Kelly would never approve of such underhanded manipulation, but the Kelly voice in his head was just fine with it.). “They say that a when a man is strong enough, he can shape reality itself to his desires.”

“Who says that?” Dillon asked.

“Er…the Bajorans.” Sounded like something they’d come up with.

Dillon nodded. “Wise people, those Bajorans.”

“Right. And with you being so…strong…” Uggh. This was starting to physically hurt. “…you could have anything you ever wanted. Love. Children.” He saw Dillon grimace. “Power,” Baxter quickly added. “Whatever.”

“Whatever, huh?” Dillon said, mulling it over.

“It’s your universe,” Baxter said. “And fortunately none of the rest of us will ever have to live it in,” he muttered as he retreated back to the turbolift.



Peterman and Miller were waiting for Baxter when he exited the holodeck. “What did you do?” they both demanded.

“I already told you, I moved the entrance out of your bathroom,” Baxter said to Miller.

“What else did you do?” Peterman asked pointedly.

“Not much. I gave him a Borg cube to fight, but his stupid super ship blew it instantly. Then I left.”

“And?”

“And I left.”

“AND?” Peterman repeated.

“And I told the holodeck computer to give him more control over the environment in there.”

“He already has too much control!”

“Not really,” Miller said. “The program operates under fairly strict parameters. I let him upgrade his ship a little…”

“That’s a little?” Baxter groused.

“…but everything else is relatively realistic.”

“Including your girls?”

“Leave them out of this.”

“Andy!” Peterman snapped.

“I told the computer to give him anything he asks for, okay?” Baxter said.

Peterman choked for a moment. “You…what?”

“You’ve always told me that the purpose of counseling is to help people to function in society. Dillon isn’t in society. He’s never going to be. I just thought I’d let him have some fun and…” Before he could finish, Peterman wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.

“You’re very sweet,” she said.

“Really?”

“You could have trapped him in his own holographic hell for what he tried to do to me.”

“Huh. I didn’t even think about that.”

“I know,” Peterman said before kissing her husband again. “That’s part of why you’re so sweet.”

“Is this what I rushed out here for?” a gruff voice said from behind them.

“Admiral Wagner!” Counselor Miller said. “You came!”

“Looks like it,” Admiral Thomas Wagner said walking into the living room from the corridor.

“You have a ship?” Peterman asked hopefully.

“I sure as hell didn’t walk out here,” Wagner replied as he plopped himself down on the sofa. “So Miller tells me you two are going to be a problem.”

“We had the problem about 10 minutes ago,” Miller said. He pointed accusingly at Peterman, “SHE almost ruined everything. And just about got herself killed in the process.”

“It’s okay,” Baxter said. “We took care of it. Of course, it would have been easier if you’d gotten here a bit sooner.”

Wagner snorted. “Wanted a Deus Ex Admiral, huh, Baxter?”

“Actually, it’d be an Admiral Ex Machina, since…”

“Shut up.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m guessing Miller told you why Commander Dillon is here.”

“Yes,” Peterman replied. “And I have to say that this goes completely against every principle of counseling that…”

“Honey, shut up,” Baxter said.

“Don’t be rude to your wife,” Wagner snapped.

“Yes, sir.”

The admiral got up from the sofa and began to pace. “I’m not going to stand here and argue the morality of what’s been done or not done to and for Commander Dillon. You don’t know the particulars. I do, and I made the call. That’s the end of it. What concerns me is that my call remain in force. Am I making myself clear?”

Baxter and Peterman looked at each other and shrugged.

“Not really, sir,” Baxter said.

“Here’s what going to happen. I’m going to take you folks back to Rigel Four, you’ll come up with some incredibly boring story to explain what happened to your runabout, and you’ll never EVER tell another living soul about anything you’ve seen here. And just in case I wasn’t clear, that’s an order!”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 58320.4. On our way back to the Explorer after attending the Emerging Trends in Intra-System Relations conference on Rigel Four, we hit a thing…in space…a space thing. It was a big space thing. And it…caused our runabout to…blow up. Luckily a passing ship was able to beam us out before the Chicamacomico exploded. We are returning to Rigel Four, at which time we will find alternative transportation back to the Explorer.”



“I could do better,” Baxter said to Admiral Wagner after he switched off the log recorder in front of him.

“It’s good enough,” Wagner replied without looking away from the controls in front of him. Baxter leaned back in his seat and looked around. Wagner’s ship was sleek. Definitely not your run-of-the-mill Starfleet runabout. Baxter wasn’t even sure what a few of the controls did.

“This is nice,” he said, breaking the silence. “New?”

Wagner nodded. “I needed something small and fast, so I borrowed it from R&D. They’re calling it a raceabout for now.”

“Faster than a runabout, so it’s a raceabout. Cute.”

“I get the joke, Baxter.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m sure they’ll change the name before it hits regular production.”

“Uh huh.”

“Don’t you have a wife to talk to or something?” Wagner said.

“Am I bothering you, sir?”

“Frankly?”

“Yes, sir,” Baxter said, getting up and heading out of the raceabout cockpit to the living area in the middle of the ship where Peterman was curled up on the sofa staring blankly at a rerun of My Favorite Medusan on the holovision screen.

“Everything okay?” she asked, switching off the show and making room for Baxter to sit down beside her on the sofa.

“We have a cover story,” Baxter said with a sigh, putting his arm around Peterman as she snuggled up beside him.

For several moments the only sound was the soft thrum of the engines.

“Are you sure everything’s okay?” Peterman asked.

“I was just thinking.”

“About.”

“What happened with Dillon. There’s a lesson to be learned from all this,” Baxter said.

“Listen to your wife when she’s trying to help your flying.”

“Not what I meant.”

“There but for the grace of the Great Bird go you?”

“No,” Baxter replied with a chuckle.

“You’re the one who suddenly wants to be the good captain and get invited to more conferences and such.”

“I am good captain…maybe just not the way Starfleet wants me to be, but it works. And I still have a life. I can’t imagine doing any of this without you and Steffie. Dillon…Dillon doesn’t know what he’s missing. I tried to tell him there was more to life than being captain, but I don’t think it sunk in.”

“No offense, honey, but you aren’t a professional counselor.”

“Oh and you did so well with him.”

“Jerk,” Peterman said playfully, poking him in the side. “So what’s this big lesson of yours?”

“I’m pretty sure it’s something about staying away from crazy people,” Baxter said. “Of course that means we can’t ever go back to the Explorer.”

“The crew isn’t crazy, honey. Just eccentric. There’s a difference.”

“I don’t know. It’s a fine line sometimes.”

“But it’s still a line. And we just saw what happens when you cross it.”



When a man is strong enough, he can shape reality itself to his desires.

Travis Dillon knew he was strong. His force of will was the strongest the universe had ever encountered.

He would prove it.

Today he was a starship captain, but, as that strange man had told him, he could have more.

He could have anything and everything he ever wanted.

He could rule the cosmos.

“First I just need to become head of Starfleet. Supreme Commander of Starfleet. Oooh, I like the sound of that better,” Dillon said, idly spinning in his command chair.

All around him, the holodeck computer began to work.

His wish was its command.



THE END.



NEXT:



Since they handled the recent Andorian situation so well, the Explorer is invited to a summit on Gorn. It goes exceedingly well, until the reprehensible Sirron, the deceased Captain Harth’s former love interest and diplomatic attache for the Gorn, realizes the Explorer crew is there.




Gorn, But Not Forgotten



STARFLEET COMMAND DEPARTMENT OF STARFLEET OPERATIONS & COMMUNICATIONS



“Shhh! She’s coming!”

“Turn off your monitor before she sees it!”

“It’s not like she’ll even get the joke.”

“She’s more perceptive than you think. She used to be a science officer.”

“That hardly matters. She can’t have been that great a science officer. I mean…seven years…”

“There were…‘extenuating circumstances…’”

“Okay, stop, you sound WAY too much like her, especially for a guy…”

“You think? Wow, I’m flattered. I sound just like Admiral Exp…”

“SHHHHHHHHHHH!” Ensign Kimberly Cohen pulled her finger across her throat in a silencing gesture and switched off her desktop panel.

Lieutenant Jeff Palmer turned away from Cohen’s desk and looked over at the half-wall that surrounded his friend’s cubical, just outside the Admiral’s office.

Sure enough, a little brown hair bun appeared just on the other side of the wall, bobbing gently as its owner approached.

“Just act natural,” Cohen said, calling a starmap up on her terminal and folding her hands on her desk, as the brown bun rounded the corner, revealing a solidly-built but petite woman in her late forties rounded the corner into the anteroom and regarded her and her friend with raised eyebrow.

“Lieutenant. Did you bring me the report on the Sutherland’s position?”

Palmer nodded, thrusting a padd at the Admiral. “Yes, ma’am.”

“What have I told you? Please don’t call me ma’am.”

“Yes ma…Madmiral…”

The woman raised the other eyebrow, shaking her head quizzically. “Just tell me, are we ready to debrief the Sutherland’s crew on their mission?”

“Not quite. I don’t have all the background…”

“What do you have?”

“Well, they faced the Jarada once before, a few years ago.”

“Good, good. Continue.”

“And the captain, he’s got a problem with insects.”

“That could be good. I’ll have to mention that.”

“And the chief medical officer has something of a drinking problem.”

“That could definitely come into play.”

“And I found out from a well-documented source that the Jarada Ambassador despises Starfleet and all it stands for.”

The Admiral nodded. “We’ll definitely have to make a note of that.”

“Yes, si…Yes, Admiral.”

“Well done, Lieutenant Palmer. I think that’s enough for me to work with. You may return to your desk. Ensign Cohen, please put the Sutherland’s captain on my call rotation.”

Cohen nodded and tapped the coordinates into her panel. “Aye, Admiral.”

“I don’t really care for Aye, either,” the Admiral said, hugging her padd. “Yes will do fine.”

“Sure,” Cohen said, sharing a quick smile with Lt. Palmer. “It’s not like we weren’t trained to say ‘aye’ like every day since Montgomery Scott’s time…”

“Hmm?” the Admiral asked, pausing at her door. “I didn’t quite hear that, Ensign.”

“Nothing, Admiral.”

“Just put up the next call in the rotation. What is it…the Excelsior?”

“No, Admiral. Explorer.”

The woman’s soft features fell slightly as she stepped into her office. “Are you certain?”

“Confirmed. Their tactical officer reports they’re standing by. She’s, um, a little surly.”

“Fine,” the Admiral said. “Put their background info up on my screen and bring me a greenleaf tea in a few minutes. I’m going to need something to calm my nerves. I just know it.”

“Whatever you say, Admiral Janeway,” Cohen sighed, glaring up at Palmer and rolling her eyes. “Explorer is patched through to your terminal when you’re ready.” On her own panel, she watched the waiting Captain Baxter as she patched the communication back to the Admiral’s office.

Kathryn Janeway stepped around her desk, sat down heavily, and sighed. She glanced at a monitor next to her communication terminal and studied the information, then rubbed her temples, preparing herself mentally as she did for her tougher assignments. She often wished Starfleet had given her a position closer to the action, but Operations and Communications was an important function and it needed to be carried out.

She poked a control on her panel, and the screen lit up with the image of the U.S.S. Explorer’s bridge.

Her captain sat in his chair, leaning forward with a broad smile. “Why, Admiral Exposition! How nice to see you!”

Janeway heard hoots of hysterical laughter from the room outside her office, but it was quickly smothered into a few soft giggles.

“Ensign Cohen,” Janeway said drily.

The Ensign ducked into her office, hand firmly over her mouth. “Yes, ma’am,” she mumbled through her fingers.

“Do you need a short break?”

“Yes, Admiral. Thank you.”

“Please go.” Janeway shook her head and glared back at Baxter on the monitor. “Exposition?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, as he and the fellow next to him, who she presumed was the Explorer’s X.O., continued to giggle. “You know…oh, surely you know!”

“Know what?”

Baxter’s smile vanished. “Nothing. Nevermind.”

“Must everything be a joke with you, Baxter?”

“Pardon?”

“I’ve read up on you. I know you. Know your type. And I don’t like it. Doesn’t sit right with me.”

“Oh yeah?” Baxter asked, standing and walking toward his viewscreen. His image grew on her monitor. “You know, I think it’s funny how both our ships got stuck in the Delta Quadrant.”

“They were very different situations,” Janeway said. “Now, on to the reason I’m contacting you…”

“Very different. Yes,” Baxter said, folding his hands behind his back. “It took my crew and I exactly eleven and a half months to escape the Delta Quadrant. And your crew? The Wagoneer people?”

“Voyager,” Janeway snapped. “My ship was called Voyager.”

“Yes. And how long did it take you and your intrepid crew?”

“It doesn’t matter. The point is, we got back. Now then…”

“SEVEN YEARS!” Baxter said, slapping his thigh and laughing. “And believe me when I say, my people are as incompetent as they come but….” He turned and looked at his X.O. “Seven years!” He chuckled.

“LOOK!” Janeway said. “I had to blow up the Caretaker Array because it was a danger to the Ocampa. It’s all in my book…”

Baxter grimaced. “Yeah, yeah. ‘Life, the Kazon, and Everything.’ I got it on audio. I knew I should have written a book when I got back.”

“If you could string together a coherent phrase,” Janeway said under her breath.

“What?”

“Nothing.” Janeway gripped her desk, her knuckles white with anger. “Do you want your mission or not? I can always give it to the other ship of imbeciles…the what, the Aerostar?”

Baxter bit his lip thoughtfully. “Sure, lay it on me, Exposition.”

Janeway stared at Baxter. “I don’t get…no, wait, I don’t care. Look, the Andorians were impressed with your recent visit to their planet, though Lord knows why. Your tactical officer maimed a dozen people at a ball thrown in her honor, then beheaded a member of the awards committee on stage at an awards show…”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “But they like that kind of thing.”

“Yes,” Janeway said through clenched teeth. “Apparently. Regardless, the Andorians gave you very high marks. Therefore, Starfleet Command has requested your presence at another diplomatic event.”

“Really? Two in one month? That’s, like, a record.”

“Indeed. You’re to report to the Gorn homeworld, where you’re to attend the closing meetings of the recent summit between the Federation and the Gorn people. You’ll then pick up the Federation delegation and return them to Earth. You should know, one member of the delegation is allergic to pasta. Several other delegates are involved in a quarrel over the position of the Cassiopeia star cluster. Gorn don’t like Andorians, so your Commander J’hana should keep her distance, and definitely not kill anyone. Meanwhile, your people’s last run-in with the Gorn was dicey…”

“I know, I know. You don’t need to go over…” Baxter began.

“Captain, I will get through this, even if we have to sit here all day…”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Janeway gave a barely audible growl. “As I said, your last run-in with the Gorn was dicey. Which is actually an understatement, considering you killed one of their ship captains, who was once Predator- in-Chief.”

“Harth. Yeah, I vaporized him, actually,” Baxter said. “It was cool. Kind of fizzly.”

Janeway narrowed her eyes at Baxter. “It’s also been noted that the Gorn are not receptive to outsiders, and are suspicious of the Federation, which is one of the reasons for the summit. Obviously, you’re to proceed with all due discretion and try not to screw anything up.”

“Admiral, you can count on us.”

“Fortunately, that’s not my department. I just hand out assignments and tell people interesting facts about their assignments that may become important later. Some people actually appreciate it, in fact.”

“I’m sure,” Baxter said, smothering another fit of laughter. “Is that all, Admiral?”

“Yes. Thank God.” Janeway reached to cut the channel, then paused. “You know, Captain Baxter, you’re in luck. You’re so good at getting your ship home from a long distance, you should find this trip very rewarding. From your current location, Gorn space is two weeks away at high warp…”

“DAMMIT!” Baxter smacked himself in the forehead.

“Have a pleasant trip,” Janeway muttered, and closed the channel.



“TWO WEEKS!” Captain Andy Baxter exclaimed, collapsing into his usual seat in the corner booth of Space Tastes. “Do you realize how long that is?”

“Fourteen days,” Counselor Kelly Peterman said, situating Steffie in her big-girl stool in the chair beside her. “It’s Gorn space, what are you going to do?”

“Can’t this bucket go any faster?” Baxter demanded.

“We’re traveling at speeds that defy time and space. Trust me, we’re moving at a steady clip. Gorn just happens to be leagues away.”

“If it’s so far away, then why do we want to make peace so bad?”

Peterman shrugged. “Because with a race like the Gorn, having them as a friend is just much better than having them as an enemy. Do we have to reminisce about my kidnaping at the hands of a maniacal Gorn captain and the resulting rescue?”

“No,” Baxter said. “I was there. No need for…” He giggled again. “Exposition.”

“Damn right you were there. And just think, wouldn’t you rather that bunch be on our side instead of against us?”

“I guess. I killed the only one I really couldn’t stand.”

“Yeah,” Peterman said, patting Baxter’s hand. “And you’re a big man for doing that.”

“Don’t do that. Don’t placate me.”

“I wasn’t. I was being sincere.”

“You sounded like you were placating me.”

“It’s a habit,” Peterman muttered to herself and glanced back toward the kitchen. “Janice? Could we get the tuna sushi platter? I’ve got an appointment in forty minutes.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m coming,” Browning’s voice echoed from the kitchen.

“What’s her problem?” Baxter asked.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Peterman asked. “She’s still moping about Richards and J’hana.”

“She seemed over it, last we talked.”

“Well, that’s because you’re not looking beneath the surface. Trust me, she still hurts.”

“So what should we do?”

“I have a feeling, when she’s ready, she’ll come to us,” Peterman said, and picked up a padd. “Now if you don’t mind, I have to get ready for my app…”

“Tuna sushi!” Browning said, appearing as if from out of nowhere next to their table, setting down a platter. “How’s your lunch?”

“You just sat it down in front of us, so I don’t know,” Baxter said.

“Oh,” Browning said. “Well, this’ll be good. I put a little cheese in yours, Andy, because I know how you like cheese.”

“You’ve got to stop spoiling him, Janice,” Peterman said, rolling her eyes.

“Food’s my job,” Browning said, and gazed off at the corridor outside, as Explorer crew passed by. “My only job.”

Baxter glanced at Peterman, inclining his head toward Browning.

“Have a seat, Janice,” Peterman said, patting the chair beside her. “Talk to us.”

“Talk!” Steffie said, clapping. She grabbed a piece of sushi and threw it at Browning, who deftly caught it and popped it into her mouth. “Now now, darling. That’s got iodine and toxic enzymes that could put you in the bathroom for three days straight.”

“And yet it’s fine for me,” Baxter said, looking down at the sushi.

“Yeah, sure,” Browning said. “So what do you want to talk about?”

Baxter grimaced at his sushi and turned to Browning. “We know you’ve had a rough time of it lately.”

“I have?”

“Well, with Chris and J’hana and…”

“Goodness, is that all you people chat about! Relationships? There’s more that happens on this ship than crew romances!”

“There is?” Peterman asked, looking at Baxter.

“You’re not upset about Chris?”

“Nah. I was the one who broke up with him, remember? Tilleran’s the one sulking, though I think there’s more to it than that.” Browning shrugged. “I guess I could be better, but romance has nothing to do with it.” She smiled. “Actually, in that department…”

“What?” Baxter asked.

“Nothing.” She looked back at Peterman. “Really, I’m fine.”

“Okay,” Peterman said. “Well, if you’re sure…”

“It’s just that sometimes I feel kinda useless.”

“What do you mean? Your baked ziti keeps me awake at night!” Baxter said. “Partly from the indigestion, yes, but also because I like it so damn much. I keep trying to figure out what you put in there!”

“Well, that’s nice. But I guess, truth be known, that since leaving Sickbay…again… I’ve found life kind of dull. I mean I watch you guys get into adventures, and I remember when I used to be a part of them, and I miss those times.”

“You do?” Peterman asked. “I mean…why?”

“Because, in spite of the danger, and the sheer perverseness of our escapades, at least we went through them together, ya know?”

“She has a point,” Baxter said. “So you want a few more shifts in Sickbay? Want to perform some unnecessary surgery just for old time’s sake? I could talk to Holly…”

Browning laughed. “No, but thanks for the offer. I’m definitely not looking to get back into medicine. But it would be nice to do SOMEthing important around here, other than just keeping your tummy full.”

Baxter looked down. “I think that’s important.”

“That’s sweet. But I need more. Eh, I’ll figure it out eventually…”

“You know,” Baxter said. “You could go down with the detachment to Gorn.”

Browning brightened. “I could? Like an official representative or something?”

“Yeah, we’ll make up a title or something. Maybe you could represent the Federation Chef’s Association or something.”

“Andy…” Peterman spoke up. “Aren’t there limited spots on the detachment?”

“Yeah, I’m only supposed to bring four people with me. Chris, J’hana, Tilleran…and Janice. Perfect!”

Peterman blanched. “What about me?”

“Ah, you said when we went to Andor that you hate it when I commit you to things. Besides, that way you’ll be able to watch Steffie. Isn’t that right, darling!” Baxter giggled and rubbed Steffie’s chin.

“Yeah,” Peterman said. “I suppose.”

“Great!” Browning said, springing from her chair. “I can’t wait. I don’t have much time, better read up on the Gorn. I don’t even know what they eat!”

“Well, you have plenty of time to bone up. We won’t get there for two weeks.”

“Hmm. Maybe I’ll do Gorn week in the restaurant,” Browning said, rubbing her chin. “I’ve got to do some research. And while I’m at it, I’d better go find out if there’s really such thing as the Federation Chef’s Association…”

As Browning left, Baxter turned back to Peterman with a smile. That smile faded as soon as he saw her dark look.

“So, I’m expendable?” she asked. “Guess I see how important I am, as away teams go.”

“You go on like three away teams a year, and you always complain. Especially when the weather’s bad. And Gorn is like Texas, but with fire and more rocks.”

Peterman folded her arms. “I guess. And it will help Janice.”

“Exactly.”

Peterman brightened. “You think I could manage things while you’re gone?”

Baxter glanced at her. “You want to be in command?”

“Sure. Despite nearly getting blown up on that trip with the Escort and Lieutenant Sefelt, I actually had fun. I’d like to try my hand at it again. Besides, who else you got? Sefelt, Madera?”

“I was going to put Hartley in charge, but come to think of it, she hates bridge command…”

“There. It’s solved.” Peterman smiled and leaned over, kissing Baxter on the cheek. “You should have put me in command a long time ago, baby!”

“Yeah,” Baxter said weakly. “And here I was thinking it would take me the whole two weeks to make up with you.”

“Exactly. Now we can use that time for other things.”

Baxter brightened. “Like what?”

Peterman shrugged. “Let’s take things as they come.”



TWO WEEKS LATER



“Damn that was a great two weeks!” Baxter said, stretching as he skipped out of the turbolift and onto the bridge. “Did you guys enjoy that as much as I did?”

J’hana glanced down from her station to Richards, who vacated the command chair for Baxter. “Indeed we did,” she grinned.

“Relaxing. Restful. And how about that planet we came across, with the…”

“I know!” Baxter exclaimed, plopping into his seat and glancing at the viewscreen. “And that amazing nebula, with all the…”

“And the abandoned Starbase!” Madera piped up. “I’ve always wondered what had happened to that famous Captain, and now we know.”

“It was a great two weeks,” Baxter said.

“I had some great naps,” Sefelt offered up from ops.

“Yeah,” Richards said. “Good times.”

Baxter tapped his hands on the command chair arm. “Who knows though, maybe somebody will one day tell of all the adventures we had during those amazing weeks.”

“Doubtful,” Tilleran said from her station. “Seems sort of like a waste of time.”

Baxter shrugged. “Guess you’re right. Well, then. Time to Gorn?”

“Twelve minutes,” J’hana said. “Are you ready to face your fears, Captain?”

“Fears?” Baxter asked. “I’m afraid of big bugs and slime monsters. But lizard people are fine. I don’t like the ones who try to kidnap my wife, but luckily, that one’s dead. Far as I’m concerned, let’s be friends.”

“That’s an enlightened view, Captain,” Richards said. “Well, all systems are go for the mission.”

“Meaning the transporters are working and our dress uniforms are pressed?”

“Well, yeah. But when you say it that way, it sounds like it didn’t take any work to set up.”

“It didn’t.”

“Fair point.” Richards stood and stretched. “Well, guess I’ll go and put on my dress uniform.”

“Sure I couldn’t talk you into something leather, with spikes?” Baxter asked. “The Gorn might really like that.”

“No. That’s okay, really.”

“Oh. Chris?” Baxter asked as Richards headed for the lift.

He pressed the call button and turned. “Yeah?”

“I forgot to mention that Janice’s coming with us on the trip, as, you know, a thing to make her feel better.”

“Oh,” Richards said, backing into the lift, nearly stumbling into Peterman as she sidled out. “Great.”

“See you in the transporter room!” Baxter said, waving.

“Yeah. Thanks.”

Peterman glanced back at him. “Did you finally tell him?”

Baxter nodded. “What can I say. It was a busy two weeks. Anyway, what do you care? You’re in command!”

The counselor circled down to the front of the bridge and looked around. “Wow. The conn. I’m so excited!”

Baxter stood. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Sure! Why not? I’ve commanded before. Only this time, it’s not because I staged a coup, or, you know, everyone else got captured.”

“Just wondering. Okay, I’m off to change. Sweetie, you have the bridge.” Baxter leaned over and kissed Peterman gently, then glanced up at J’hana and Tilleran and pointed to the lift. “Off we go, folks.”

“Call us if you encounter any problems, ‘sweetie,’” J’hana said with a chortle as she followed Baxter into the lift.

Peterman gritted her teeth. “Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind. Hey, and bring me back some leftovers!”



Ten minutes later, Baxter stepped into the transporter room, still pulling on the jacket of his dress uniform.

Janice Browning bounded in behind him, giddily adjusting her beige tartan skirt and frilly blouse. “This is so cool! I’m on an away team again!”

Lt. Commander Richards was already on the transporter padd, along with Tilleran and J’hana. “Yes. Cool,” he said. “Should be fun.”

“Yes,” Tilleran said, averting her eyes. “Fun.”

Baxter walked up to the transporter pad as Browning stepped onto one of the circles and looked at his away team.

Browning…Richards…J’hana…Tilleran.

He slapped a hand slowly over his face. What had he done?

He’d just sentenced himself to a day trip with four people who absolutely should not be spending any time together, let alone at a summit with a warlike race that dislikes the Federation.

“Problem, sir?” Ensign Yang asked from the transporter console.

“Yes. Several of them,” Baxter said, marching onto the transporter pad. “But none that can’t be mixed with a little…” He looked at his group, who all fairly glowered at the floor, save for Browning, who was happily munching on a breakfast tart. “Diplomacy. Energize.”



“What are they saying?” Browning whispered to Baxter, leaning across Tilleran’s lap.

“They’re talking about trade routes in the Vardamor system, which borders both Federation and Gorn space,” Baxter said.

“No they’re not,” Tilleran said under her breath, glaring from Browning to Baxter. “They were talking about that twenty minutes ago. They’re talking about demilitarizing the border zone now.”

“You’re kidding,” Baxter said. “Hm. Must’ve drifted off.”

“We’ve been here thirty minutes.”

Baxter squirmed in his seat. “I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night. Steffie has started doing this thing where she cackles in her sleep. It’s…unsettling.”

Tilleran had stopped listening, and was glancing about the crowded amphitheater. “Have you seen J’hana and Richards?”

“They’re coordinating with the Starfleet security and ground operations contingent. J’hana has some tips for them.”

“Oh,” Tilleran said. “So it’s not…you know.”

“Can we not talk about this?” Browning snapped. “I mean…there’s some fascinating stuff going on here. Hey, Andy…did you ask them about dinner?”

“If by them you’re referring to the Gorn Foreign Minister and the Federation Ambassador to Gorn, then no, I haven’t chatted them up yet.”

“I just want to fix something, you know, appropriate for the occasion. I’ve been researching Gorn and Terran dishes, and there actually are some similarities. I’ve got a great recipe for chocolate covered grasshoppers…”

“Fantastic,” Baxter said. “Could we, you know, watch the thing?”

“When are they supposed to be back?” Tilleran asked, angling her head toward the door.

Baxter folded his arms. “For two people that have proclaimed, over and over, that they’re happy for Chris and J’hana, you sure aren’t acting happy.”

“Feel free to shoot us with a happy beam, sir, if that’ll make you feel better,” Tilleran snapped.

“And I don’t know what’s up with you. You’ve been all…distant lately.” Baxter cocked his head. “Are you seeing somebody new too?”

“‘Too’?” Tilleran asked, turning to Browning. “Doctor?”

“Shut up, Andy,” Browning said with clenched teeth. “I told you to keep that between us.”

“Godsakes, I feel like a camp counselor sometimes,” Baxter said, leaning back in his seat.

“Ma’am,” Tilleran said, leaning forward and tapping the Bajoran in front of her on the shoulder. “Could you lean over? I’m having trouble seeing the head table.”

The Bajoran glanced back at her, nodded politely, but did not move her head out of the way.

“Ma’am? Could you move your head?”

Again, she did not respond.

Tilleran frowned, tapping her chin thoughtfully. She then glared at the back of the woman’s head, focusing her telepathic powers.

Moments later, the Bajoran turned, cocking her head quizzically. “I’m dreadfully sorry. I should move.”

“Thanks,” Tilleran said.

“Dreadfully, dreadfully sorry. Enjoy your visit.”

“Weird,” Browning said, watching the woman scurry out of the room.

“Glad she finally came to her senses,” Tilleran muttered, sinking a little lower in her chair.

“I’m taking a walk,” Baxter said. “This is getting boring.”

“There’s still like three hours left,” Tilleran noted.

“Yeah. Well…I’m stretching my legs.”

“If you run into one of the coordinating committee members, mention dinner!” Browning called out.

“Sure,” Baxter said, and sidled clumsily out of the row of seats, nearly stepping on a Tellarite, two Gorn, a Bolian, and three Terrans.

He ducked out of the amphitheater and leaned against the nearest wall. “Please, whatever gods the Gorn believe in, please deliver me from this ridiculous relationship crap.”

“Baxter. Andy Baxter,” a voice hissed from behind him.

Baxter turned and screamed. “AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

His scream wasn’t totally without reason. What he faced; or rather who, was by far the largest Gorn he’d ever seen (and he’d seen quite a few since beaming down to the Arena Conference Arena).

She (he was pretty sure that it was female) was nearly as wide as she was tall. And she was tall, towering over him, a solid, thick core, stubby but muscular arms and legs, massive razor claws, and at least one row of long, demonic teeth.

Even worse, she appeared to be wearing the same dress Browning was wearing…just bigger.

“Am I right? Baxter?”

“Y-yes,” Baxter said, backing up and immediately hitting the wall behind him. “Do…do I know you? Did we meet at the snack table before the meeting or…?” Who was he kidding, she was the size of the snack table. How could he have missed her?

“You killed my ex-boyfriend,” she snarled.

No way. Not possible. Wasn’t there anyone out there thinking about something other than unrequited love? “Sooooooooo…that would make you…Sharon?”

“Sirron,” the behemoth woman replied, stepping closer to Baxter. He could swear he felt the floor moving. “You deprived me of reconciliation with my beloved Harth…that blattzing fool!”

“Well, the guy kidnaped my wife and tried to kill me so, you know, he wasn’t all that great…”

“SILENCE!” Sirron bellowed, leaning down so her wild slitted eyes glared into Baxter’s soul. “You ruined what could have been a beautiful relationship, with one, thoughtless, cowardly phaser blast.”

Ever so slowly, Baxter sidled toward the door into the amphitheater. “I honestly felt kind of good about it. I mean…it was pretty much him or me. And I’m not usually the confrontational type, so…”

A paw the size of Baxter’s head reached out, took his throat, and hefted him, slamming him into the wall. “I will have vengeance on you, and all those who follow you.”

“Urk,” Baxter rasped, grappling for his throat.

“Hey, Andy…” Browning said, ducking out of the amphitheater. “Do you know if they closed the snack table? Those crispy things were tasty and…WHOA!” Browning’s eyes widened as she saw Sirron wrenching Baxter against the wall.

Sirron turned her bulbous neck and regarded Browning. “Stay out of this, human. This does not concern…wait. YOU’RE WEARING MY DRESS!”

Baxter wasn’t sure, but he thought he saw flames actually blazing in the Gorn woman’s eyes. He chimed into the conversation by saying “urk.”

Tilleran emerged behind Browning, stretching. “I’m going to look for those two. You know, make sure they’ve…” She gasped. “Captain, are you aware you’re being attacked by…a green continent?”

“Urk! Urk!” Baxter kicked his legs, his face turning purple.

“Hey, stop it. You’re hurting him!”

“I cannot BELIEVE you’re wearing my dress!” the Gorn woman snapped, and dropped Baxter like he weighed nothing. The captain fell to the floor like a sack of bricks, grasping at his throat.

“Is everything okay over here?” a Gorn guard asked, ambling up, staff in hand.

“Other than the fact that our captain was nearly crushed by Starbase One over here…” Tilleran said, pointing at Sirron.

“Oh, I hate you already,” Sirron growled.

“Okay, as long as nothing’s wrong. Carry on,” the Gorn growled, and shuffled off.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Baxter rasped, climbing to his knees. “That’s what passes for security around here?”

“The Gorn believe in letting each citizen handle his or her own affairs,” Sirron thundered, looking at Baxter, Tilleran, and Browning, licking her lips. “Unless they’re given the chance to climb buildings. They do like doing that.”

“Where’s the Starfleet security detachment?” Browning asked, glancing around.

“Having the longest meeting ever with my ex and your ex!” Tilleran snapped.

“All of you shut up!” Sirron growled, and stabbed a stubby finger on a device on her wrist. Everyone dematerialized.

Moments later, Richards and J’hana walked up.

“C’mon, just hold my hand,” Richards said.

“No. It’s…emasculating.”

“You’re a woman. I don’t think women can be emasculated.”

“Well, I do not want to find out.” J’hana looked around, her antennae twitching. “Transporters were just used here.”

“I’m sure they were,” Richards said. “This is a busy arena.”

“Something is not right,” J’hana said, and turned to the Gorn security guard, who stood behind a desk watching what appeared to be a Gorn wrestling match on a monitor. “Excuse me…guard? Have you seen anything out of the ordinary here recently?”

“Nothing,” the Gorn replied and went back to his screen.

“See,” Richards said. “Now remember what I told you. We did NOT have sex in a closet. We were at an important meeting with the Starfleet security and ground operations detachment.”

“Do we even know anyone from that group?”

“No, but we should get a name. Good thinking! See how well we work together?”

J’hana worked her jaw thoughtfully. “Indeed. So you believe nothing calamitous has happened?”

“Sure of it,” Richards said. “Besides, if there’d been something to worry about on this trip, Admiral Exposition would have told us about it. Let’s go in and find the others.”



STARFLEET COMMAND DEPARTMENT OF STARFLEET OPERATIONS & COMMUNICATIONS



“Admiral Ex…I mean Janeway?” Ensign Cohen asked, peeking inside Janeway’s door.

The Admiral was rubbing her temples. “What?”

“Sorry about earlier. I thought you knew…”

“I am a Starfleet Admiral. I’m not concerned with petty nicknames. Forget about it.”

“Understood,” Cohen said with a quick nod, but didn’t leave the doorway.

“Is that all?” Janeway asked.

“Not quite.” She gingerly slid a padd onto Janeway’s desk. “Research just came up with this tidbit about the Explorer’s mission to Gorn. It’s funny, actually…would you believe a member of the Gorn contingent is actually the ex-girlfriend of the Gorn ship commander that Captain Baxter killed last year?”

Janeway arched an eyebrow, looking at the padd. “Really.”

“Should we raise the Explorer on subspace and relay that information?”

Janeway set the padd down. “No.” She chuckled. “It sounds to me just like useless ‘exposition,’ doesn’t it?”

“I guess…”

“Well, wouldn’t want to bother the Explorer crew with such trivia. Anyway, it’s a big summit. Odds are they won’t even run into each other. Bury it, Ensign.”

“Yes, Admiral.”



“It’s maddening, not being on the bridge,” Nat Sparks said, rapping her fingers on the table in Space Tastes, as Plato returned from the kitchen with a plate of julienned vegetables and dip, and a tray of assorted meats and cheeses. Browning kept these things, as a rule, just sitting around, in case someone was hungry. The woman liked food.

Colby Mathers leaned over the table and grabbed a hunk of sausage, dipping it in mustard. “I kind of like the time off. It gives me time to think, ponder on…”

Nat waited, watching Mathers as Plato sat down beside her. “Ponder on what?”

“I don’t know,” Mathers said, looking down at the sausage and popping it into his mouth. “But when I find out, I’ll tell you.”

“I wish I could serve on the bridge,” Plato said. “I bet it’s cool.”

“It’s not as fun as you think,” Sparks said. “It’s a lot of wait-and- hurry-up. Then, just when there’s some action, it’s over just as fast.”

“It’s going to be a quiet day,” Mathers observed. “We’re orbiting Gorn during a summit. The best we can hope is some diplomat gets drunk and goes off the deep end.”

“Even then, I doubt science or the helm will get involved,” Sparks said. “You sure you don’t want to switch back to tactical, Colby?”

“No. I’m still having nightmares from my week with J’hana.”

“Lieutenant Commander Tilleran is nice,” Sparks said. “She can be a little distant sometimes, but I think that’s just the way Betazoids are. High-end ones especially.”

“Maybe,” Plato said, dipping a cauliflower in ranch dressing and handing it to Nat. “Here ya go.”

She looked at it. “What, you’re feeding me now?”

“Shush. Eat it,” Plato laughed and popped the cauliflower hunk in her mouth. Sparks giggled and nearly choked, waving a warning finger at Plato.

“Assault on a Starfleet officer is a capital offense!”

“Yeah. Try to catch me,” Plato giggled and bolted into the mall.

“Scoundrel!” Sparks exclaimed, and hopped out of her chair, hot on Plato’s trail.

“There’s no running in the restaurant!” Mihala, the Space Tastes waitress, called out, then frowned. “Whatever. Who cares. Not my restaurant.”

“Could I get something a little more substantial. Like a lasagna?” Mathers asked, obviously uninterested in Sparks and Plato’s chase.

“I’ll see what we have in the back,” Mihala sighed, and shuffled back to the kitchen.

Sparks, meanwhile, flew down the upper corridor of Ship’s Shoppes, nearly knocking over Yeoman Briggs, who fell against the wall, hand to his forehead.

“Watch it! I’m delicate!” he called out.

“Plato!” Sparks called out, nearing the double-door, second level exit. She turned around. He couldn’t have gone far.

“Boo…”

Sparks looked up, to see Plato dangling from an overhead buttress, his legs pretzeled around it.

“You’re elusive, I’ll give you that,” she smiled.

Plato’s legs stretched, and he lowered himself closer to Sparks, staring at her intently, upside down. “You are too,” he said softly.

“Yeah, well…” Sparks took a deep breath, and licked her lips.

“Bridge to Cadet Sparks,” came the surly voice of Ensign Adam Keefler over Sparks’ combadge.

“Yes,” Sparks said, blinking and taking a step back, as Plato lowered himself from the ceiling.

“You have a priority one communication from your parents on Earth.”

“My parents aren’t on Earth,” Sparks said. “They live on Beta Zendaris Three.”

“Well, the confirmation code indicates it’s your parents. You want me to tell them you’re busy? Since it’s priority one, I’m sure it’s not a big deal…”

“Thanks for the sarcasm, Ensign Keefler, but I’ll take it in my cabin.”

“Very good.”

Plato watched Sparks head toward the door. “Hey…hope everything’s okay.”

“I’m sure it’s fine,” Sparks said. “My parents are excitable…”

“They’re not the only one,” Plato said, and stood there a good while after Sparks had left.



Moments after they walked in, J’hana and Richards ducked back out of the amphitheater.

“What’s that about no calamitous events?” J’hana snapped.

“So they’re not in there.”

“And their combadges and life signs aren’t showing up on my tricorder, which means they’re either not in a one hundred square kilo radius, or they’re disintegrated.”

“Thanks for the words of encouragement,” Richards said. “What do we do?”

“We talk to the authorities,” J’hana said. “Oh. Wait a sec. I AM the authorities. So I will find our people. If they are alive, I will exact vengeance. If they are dead, I will exact slightly more vengeance.”

“Glad you have a plan,” Richards said. “Don’t you think we should at least discuss this with the Gorn?”

“You obviously did not read your briefing memo. The Gorn security forces are a joke. I will handle this myself.” J’hana tapped her combadge. “J’hana to Explorer.”

There was no answer.

“Explorer, this is Richards. Come in.” Still nothing. Then a buzz over their communicators and a hissy, gruff voice:

“Starfleet personnel, this is Investigator Grong of the Gorn Enforcement Service. Because of a breach of security, we are discontinuing all off-planet travel and communication. Please stand by while we attempt to ascertain and extinguish the threat. Thank you.”

First officer and tactical officer exchanged glances. “Apparently, Gorn security forces got the jump on us,” Richards said.

“To the security office!” J’hana bellowed, and marched off, Richards at her feet.

When they got to the security office, it was already empty. So they turned and headed outside, just in time to be passed by a squadron of Gorn, running mightily by, shaking the earth with their heavy foosteps, seemingly oblivious to J’hana and Richards’s presence.

“Wait!” Richards called after them. “We want to talk to you.” He kept on as more Gorn ran by. “Our friends are missing…we want to help you find them. We’re from Starfleet. We’re here to help!”

“They do not seem to care,” J’hana observed.



Sparks sat down at her desktop panel and tapped in a confirmation code. “This is Cadet Sparks. Please route the communication to my terminal,” she said, staring at the screen.

Moments later, the spinning Federation logo gave way to an unexpected face.

Sparks blanched, her mouth open.

“Shocked?” a grim-faced Ethan Piper said, leaning close to the screen. “Well, me too. I’m shocked you actually answered my communication this time. You know, this is the third time I tried to reach you. I figured if I faked the confirmation code and impersonated your parents, you just might answer the call.”

“I…” Sparks thought back to those unanswered comms from weeks ago, which she thought had been Sefelt attempting reconciliation. “I thought you were someone else.”

“No. I’m certainly me.” He looked over his shoulder nervously. “Nat, I’m in trouble.”

“I’ll say. The Captain’s going nuts about Ficker and his plans, whatever they are. Why…WHY did you go with him? Didn’t you realize he’s a total nutjob?”

“I…kinda had a plan,” Piper said in a low voice. He looked up at Sparks. “I figured, if I got aboard Ficker’s ship, maybe I could do something from the inside. You know…be a double agent or something?”

“You’re a second-year cadet, Ethan,” Sparks said, rubbing a hand over her face. “You have no idea what you’re doing or how you’re even going to get off there, do you?”

“I had enough sense to contact you,” Piper said. “It’s a covert channel. I’m hiding the signal in the Idlewild’s warp core emissions. So I can only contact you when we’re at warp.”

“Where are you?”

“Sector thirty-three thirteen, Beta Quadrant. But I can’t stay on the comm long. I’m being watched a lot more closely since Commander Worthy took over.”

“Who’s that?”

“Ficker’s second. He had to take command when the Betazoid incapacitated Ficker.”

“Betazoid…” Sparks thought back to the Escort mission. “You mean Commander Tilleran?”

“Yeah. She…she did something to his mind, sent him into some kind of shock. He’s been semi-conscious for a few weeks now. They brought a Vulcan in to work on him but I don’t know how it’s going. Worthy won’t say anything. He just keeps sending us on these missions. Federation penal colonies, court martials…we’re amassing hundreds of crew who have done one thing or another to piss Starfleet off. Insubordination, gross neglect, incompetency…one woman really likes potatoes.”

“Potatoes?”

Piper nodded. “The people on this ship…they mean well, I mean they’re Starfleet officers, or at least, they used to be. But they’ve got a new mission now. It’s like…they want to prove something.”

Sparks leaned forward urgently. “What. What are they trying to prove?”

“That Starfleet was wrong for rejecting them in the first place.”

“What good will that do?”

Piper looked over his shoulder. “Damn. My hourly security check. I have to go…”

“Ethan!” Sparks exclaimed. “Why did you not just go to the captain with this?”

“Because I didn’t know if he’d trust me, after what I did. The only one I trust is you, and maybe Colby. But let’s face it, Nat. You’re the one among us who really has her head on straight. Take it to the captain, tell him what’s going on, that there’s another agenda here. And that these people need to be stopped before whatever that agenda is gets realized.”

“I…” Sparks said. “I will.”

Piper tapped a control and disappeared from the screen, and Sparks dashed out of her cabin.



The room was dark, dungeon-like, and sweaty. That it was dungeon-like was weird, as it was above ground. Just a few streaks of sunlight found their way in. Water dripped somewhere in the distance, and Baxter felt stone beneath his feet.

He also felt his arms clasped together in heavy shackles, behind his back, as he sat in a row of chairs, between Ariel Tilleran and Janice Browning.

“You’re up,” Tilleran said. “About time. You were having the oddest of dreams. Why were you bathing yourself in a punch bowl?”

“It’s a recurring thing. Nevermind. What happened?” Baxter said, wishing he could rub his eyes.

“We were given some kind of sedative,” Browning said. “There was a struggle when we beamed in here, but it ended quickly. Let’s face it…none of us are J’hana.”

“I don’t remember any of that,” Baxter said groggily.

“Yeah,” Tilleran said. “You were the first one to go down. Didn’t take too long either.”

A slow, dull ache filled Baxter’s jaw. “I’m sure I was intervening on both of your behalf. Trying to put myself between you and danger.”

“You were screaming ‘oh God, get me out of here! I don’t want to die,’” Tilleran said.

“But you screamed it valiantly, Andy,” Browning said encouragingly.

“So where is she now?” Baxter muttered, pushing that thought aside for the moment.

“We don’t know,” Tilleran said.

“Hold on a sec. Aren’t you a Betazoid?” Baxter asked. “I seem to remember something about that in your personnel file.”

Tilleran narrowed her eyes at Baxter. “Yes. I AM a Betazoid, and a damn powerful one. However, as you might recall, I have something of a…problem…with Gorn.”

“It’s not your fault, Ariel,” Browning said. “You did your best.”

“Well, what would have been great is if you could have used your powers to incapacitate Sirron,” Baxter said. “But, like you said, she’s Gorn. And even if she weren’t…is that even something you can do?”

“It’s…uncertain,” Tilleran said. “But for the moment, it would seem the best idea is to get ourselves out of here.”

Baxter glanced down at his chest. “Guess it was too much to hope she left us with our communicators?”

“She actually crushed them in her bare hands,” Browning said. “It was impressive.”

“Great,” Baxter said. “And no sign of J’hana or Richards?”

“They must still be in their meeting,” Tilleran said. “I hope it’s fun.”

“Enough with the meeting!” Baxter snapped. “Get over it already.”

“Oh, I’ve been over it.”

“I’m not so sure.”

“Leave her alone,” Browning said. “J’hana did nothing wrong.”

Baxter turned to Browning. “But Chris did, right?”

“Well, no. But…”

“You two both need to move on. This is getting ridiculous.”

“Is that really what we need to do, Captain?” Tilleran asked. “Because at the moment, I think what we need to do is escape from the giant, murderous, Gorn…who by the way is murderous because of something you did!”

“Oh, so let’s just start the blame game!” Baxter said. “Let’s not forget that when I killed Harth, he was about to slay a whole group of us, INCLUDING your precious J’hana.”

“He’d never manage that,” Tilleran said. “J’hana can’t be killed by conventional weapons.”

“Well, you may have a point there,” Baxter said, and sighed. “And if we’re lucky, J’hana will come roaring through that door any minute, claws bared.”

Tilleran licked her lips. “Yeah. That would be nice.”

“Maybe,” Browning said. “But shouldn’t we assume for the moment that Chris and J’hana won’t be able to get us free…that we’ll have to rely on our own skills to get ourselves out of this?”

“What skills? You just heard Tilleran…”

“Telepathy isn’t the only tool we have at our disposal, Andy,” Browning said. “I’m sure, together, we can come up with something.”

“Or hope that J’hana roars through that door any minute,” Baxter said firmly.

“Captain, please stop the imagery,” Tilleran sighed.



“If I didn’t see it myself, I wouldn’t believe it,” Richards said, standing outside the Arena Arena, and watching as scores of Gorn enforcement officers moved out of the building and leapt into the streets, grasping on to nearby buildings with claws and quite literally “scaling” their way up them, snarling all the way.

“It’s impressive,” J’hana said. “The athleticism, and bravado. It may take them a while to become interested in a case, but once they do, they attack it with zeal.”

“Yeah, but don’t they have, I don’t know…a vehicle of some kind?”

“You cannot detect clues from the safety of a vehicle,” J’hana said. “These are fierce warriors, becoming one with the environment around them. They will find our missing people.”

“But you just said they were incompetent!”

“That was before I saw the wall thing.”

“But you said so yourself. They could be over a hundred kilometers away!”

“Gorn move fast. Have you ever seen a lizard move at full speed?”

“Not really.” Richards glanced up, and watched one Gorn after another spring from building to building, picking up speed, leaping off into the distance. “Wow.”

“So you see, we have nothing to worry about.”

“Except that we can’t climb buildings that way.”

“Yes. I’m quite certain we will have to hail a cab.”

“Do Gorn have cabs?”

“There is only one way to find out.” J’hana turned and raised her arm. “I need a conveyance! Someone drive me or die!”



“What do you mean we lost communication with the planet?” Peterman asked, moving from the command chair and up the ramp to the aft bridge section in an instant, looking at Keefler’s panel.

“Just that,” Ensign Keefler said. “We received an announcement that there’s a security risk at the summit, and that the Gorn authorities have sprung into action, and we should wait for further information.”

“‘Sprung’?”

“Their words, not mine.”

Just then, Cadet Nat Sparks emerged from the turbolift, breathing heavily. “Counselor! Are…are you in command?”

Peterman nodded. “Don’t act so surprised. What can I do for you?”

“I need to see you. In private. Now.”

“I’m kind of busy now,” Peterman said. “How about you go belowdecks, and I let you know…”

Sparks stepped up and leaned on the railing surrounding the command chairs. She looked into Peterman’s eyes. “It’s about Ficker. We need to talk. Now.”

Peterman nodded dumbly. “Yeah. Okay.” She shook her head as she gestured for the ready room. “Heck of a time for me to be put in charge.”



“So I guess there was too much garlic. So the next night, I tried the recipe again, but this time I used cumin…”

Baxter stared at the ceiling. “I wish Sirron would just come on and kill us, and be done with it.”

Everyone suddenly felt a rumbling in the floor.

“That would be Sirron coming,” Tilleran said. “Looks like your wish is granted.”

“My big mouth,” Baxter muttered, as the door irised open and Sirron lumbered in.

“Ah, dead people!” Sirron said eagerly. “How goes it?”

“You can’t kill us,” Baxter said. “We’re in Starfleet. You’ll derail the peace process.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” Sirron said. “I’ve done some research on your people. You’re not exactly Starfleet’s finest.”

“There are worse crews out there, trust me,” Baxter said. “I mean, there’s got to be one or two.”

“Point is, you won’t be missed for long,” Sirron said. “You’re not exactly Captain Picard.”

“And if I was, you wouldn’t kill us?”

“If you were Picard, you’d have found a peaceful solution, rather than killing my ex-boyfriend!”

“Wasn’t it you who broke up with him?” Browning asked.

Sirron whirled to Browning, her teeth glistening. “Yes. But it was an awful mistake. I’ve regretted it since I did it.

“Relationships are tough,” Tilleran said distantly.

“I…left him for material reasons. After his first run-in with Starfleet, he was disgraced, demoted. I couldn’t bear to live with his dishonor.”

“Yeah, that was us too,” Baxter blurted.

“Captain, all due respect, but shut up!” Tilleran snapped.

Sirron turned, growling, to Baxter. “WHAT? It was your ship? You’re the one who forced Harth into prison, after which he came back to me a broken and dejected man?”

“Um…no?” Baxter offered.

Sirron slapped him across the face with the back of her meaty paw. “You will meet an excruciating end for this, Captain. You not only robbed me of my dear Harth’s dignity, but you robbed me of Harth as well. You’ve wronged me, sir, and I will be avenged!” She licked her lips. “But first, I will have dinner.” She stared at the window wistfully. “Oh, how Harth could cook. He once made me a grilled omnipede on a bed of worms and a sweet, rich, cream sauce.”

Baxter and Tilleran turned to Browning, who recognized a cue when she saw one.

“Cream sauce,” Browning said. “That doesn’t sound like Gorn cuisine.”

Sirron paused, turned to Browning. “It was not. But I did enjoy it.”

“Do you remember…was that sauce yellow?”

“Matter of fact, it was.”

“With a milky aftertaste?”

“Yes.” Sirron’s eyes widened as she approached Browning.

“Red specks?”

“YES!” Sirron’s nostrils flared, shooting a breeze into Browning’s face. “Why? Do you know of it?”

“Of course,” Browning said. “I use it all the time. It’s bernaise. Or it could be a modified Hollandaise. Either way, it’s easy. I can show you how…”

Sirron looked away. “It’s been a long, long time, since Harth cooked for me. I was a slim woman when I met him at a Predators convention. He cooked for me, some of the most breathtaking dishes I’ve ever had. And thus, I bulked up. Equal parts muscle and fat, but always smothering him with my love. And he fed me. He filled my heart, my soul…” Her voice broke and caught. “And my stomach.”

“Well…” Browning said, catching nervous but encouraging glances from Tilleran and Baxter. “Let’s get cooking!”

Sirron turned back to her. “Even the slightest attempt at betrayal, and I will behead you with one of my Axion serrated carving knives!”

Browning gulped. “Well at least I know you’re working with good equipment.”

“Only the best. Off to the kitchen!”



Peterman sat in Baxter’s chair, in the readyroom. She’d probably done that once or twice before in the last seven years, but this was the first time she really took note of it. She was in the captain’s chair, and it just felt odd. She pivoted to look out the viewport, at Gorn spinning innocently below.

Sparks sat in the chair on the other side of the desk, hands folded in her lap, Peterman presumed, to stop them from shaking.

“So,” the cadet asked in a small voice. “What do we do?”

Peterman looked out the window another long moment, then turned back to Sparks. “We get the captain back. Then we tell him, and let him decide.”

“He’s going to go nova, isn’t he?”

“Supernova, yes,” Peterman said. “But he’s got to be told.” She glanced down at the desk. “Tell me again…what’s this about Tilleran?”

“Ethan said she used her telepathy on him. Just…like…knocked him unconscious. He’s been out for weeks.”

“That’s impossible. I was with Ariel the entire time on Montavius, and I saw nothing. Nothing of the…” She squeezed her eyes shut. “Now that’s odd…”

“What?”

Peterman shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts. “Nothing. It’s just…like deja vu, I guess.”

Sparks nodded. “Are we having any luck finding the captain?”

“Not yet. And we can’t beam down or communicate with the surface until further notice. Any shuttlecraft we send down is going to be fired on, so for now, we wait.”

“The Gorn take their security seriously, huh?”

“I guess we’re finding that out, yeah,” Peterman said, tapping her chin thoughtfully. “Too bad we don’t have a ship that could…hold on…”

Sparks looked at her. “Counselor…are you thinking…”

“Do we have a spare pilot available?” Peterman asked distantly.

Sparks smiled. “Yeah, as a matter of fact, we do.”



“So I like to braise it, you know, over high heat, to kill all the bacteria inside,” Browning said, shoving the spatula into the sizzling pile of bugs in the pan. She had to give it to Sirron, she had a nice kitchen. By Gorn standards, which she figured were Spartan, Sirron’s kitchen was lavish. All sizes of pots and pans hanging on the walls. All the best in cooking implements. And knives. Yes, lots of knives.

“But Gorn thrive on bacteria,” Sirron pointed out.

“Oh. In that case, I don’t suppose we need to cook it long. So now we turn to the sauce…”

“Do you use whole eggs?”

“Just the egg whites.”

Sirron nodded as Browning turned to the replicator and began programming. “I don’t usually like working with the replicator, but in a pinch…”

“What creature laid these eggs?” Sirron asked, watching as Browning lifted the fragile ovals from the replicator slot.

“Uh…chickens,” Browning said. “Some like ostrich, but I find that a presumptuous flavor.”

“And a chicken…is that a violent animal?”

“Not really. Actually, the baby ones are kind of fluffy.”

Sirron rested her chin on her claws. “Fascinating.”



“Need I remind you that I hate bridge detail?” Lt. Commander Hartley asked as she followed Peterman down the corridor toward the airlock, with Sparks and Mathers on her heels, along with Ensign Keefler.

“Yet you’ll gladly take command, because it’s important and I need you to, right, Megan?”

“And also because you gave me first right of refusal on all future babysitting requests.”

“A measured risk, but a worthwhile one,” Peterman said thoughtfully, as the group came upon Plato, who was heading down the corridor toward them.

“Hey…Nat…Aunt Kelly! Where are you guys going?”

“We’re going to find…” Sparks began.

Peterman held up her hand. “Little situation on the planet, Plato. Nothing to worry about. We’re taking care of it.”

Plato looked from Peterman to the others. “Is my mom in trouble?”

Hartley and Peterman exchanged glances. Peterman put her hands on Plato’s shoulders. “I assure you, Plato, whatever’s happening down there, we’ll get to the bottom of it. J’hana’s down there, so’s Tilleran, and Uncle Andy. They won’t let anything happen to your Mom.”

“So why do you need to go down?”

“For muscle,” Hartley said, and winked at Peterman. “Hey, you want to hang out on the bridge with me?”

Plato looked up at Hartley, his eyes glazing for a moment. “Well…yeah…”

“We’ll be back soon, Plato,” Sparks said, and gently squeezed Plato’s hand as she walked by. “Don’t worry…everything will be fine.”

Plato nodded, watching Sparks and the others go. “Yeah. Okay.”

Hartley rested her arm on Plato’s shoulder and turned him toward the turbolift. “Let’s go check out the bridge, shall we? And say…you don’t still have a crush on me, do you?”

“Nah. There’s someone else, actually…”

“Good.”

“I still find you hot, though.”

“I’m actually okay with that. But let’s get to the bridge…”



Twenty minutes after they’d boarded their “Gorn in Sixty Seconds” express hovercab, the brown, bubble-shaped vehicle squeaked to a stop in a particularly run-down area of town. The rust-colored buildings were a little more…rusty, and the streets were covered in grime and filth, the origin of which Richards felt he was better off not knowing.

The passenger door slid open, and J’hana and Richards stumbled out as the driver hissed and snarled at them, shutting the door and gliding away with a puff pavement dust.

“That was unfortunate,” J’hana said.

“How was I supposed to know that the Gorn require money for transportation?”

“I offered to kill him so we could take control of the vehicle, but you ‘didn’t want to make a scene.’” J’hana grimaced. “See where your human weakness has gotten us?”

“Do you hear something?”

“My blood boiling at being left out of this investigation?”

“No. Something else.” Richards glanced up. “Look!”

J’hana watched as a triangular shape zipped across the skyline, whipping around and nosing toward the street. It stopped above them, floating above their heads.

“Commander Richards, this is the Escort,” Counselor Peterman’s voice buzzed over Richards’s communicator. “Would you like to come aboard?”

“How much do you charge?” J’hana asked.

Richards glared at J’hana. “Shut up and beam us aboard.”



“It got quiet in there,” Baxter said, watching the doors to the kitchen intently. “Is that a good sign?”

“Difficult to say, although I can sense that Janice is having a terrific time,” Tilleran said.

“But nothing on the Gorn, eh?”

Tilleran’s brow furrowed. “As I said before, I have had a difficult time with Gorn in the past, and continue to struggle reading them.”

“Right. Well, keep working at it. Who knows.”

“Believe me, Captain…I am a very…very capable telepath. It’s just that I can’t read Gorn.”

“Well, we all have our weak spots…”

“It’s not a weak spot!” Tilleran fairly shouted.

Baxter nodded. “Why haven’t we heard anything in there?”

“I’d say the quietness is a good sign,” Tilleran said. “I mean, unless she killed Janice silently…”

“Which you would know about if it happened.”

“Oh yeah.”

“So we have nothing to worry about.”

“Unless she plans to kill Janice AFTER dinner.”

“Can we not think about this?”

“Hey, you asked.”



“What is this? A class field trip?” Richards asked, surveying the bridge crew. Nat Sparks was at science, Colby Mathers at helm, and Adam Keefler was at tactical.

“No,” Peterman said, cradling the arms of the command chair. “However, if it was, we’d be having fun, right guys?”

“I’m not a cadet,” Keefler pointed out.

“You’re right, and you’re doing a great job,” Peterman said. “Have a seat, guys. We’re tracking our away team by their life signs. Hopefully there aren’t any other small groups of humans and Betazoids around, because if there are…well, we could be at this for a while.”

Richards stepped behind the command chair. “I should assume command.”

“We’re rescuing MY husband. Do you really think I’m going to relinquish command?”

“I could order you to.”

Peterman pivoted in the chair and stared hard at Richards. “There are more people on this bridge who follow me than follow you.”

“But…!”

“Let her command,” J’hana said. “Besides, she’s so… delicious… when she’s angry.”

“Increase power to thrusters,” Peterman said, rubbing her eyes. “Let’s get this overwith.”



“Dinner’s served!” Browning announced, carrying a large, covered, silver tray out into Sirron’s main chamber, where Baxter and Tilleran were tied.

“Great,” Baxter said. “Delicious.”

“For Sirron, yes. But it would be pretty darn deadly for us. Toxic fluids, flesh eating bacteria, and such. But the hollandaise turned out MARVELOUS!” Browning kissed her fingers. “Just what the doctor ordered.”

Tilleran looked at Baxter. “So to speak.”

“Where’s Sirron?”

“Taking off her apron,” Browning said. “It, um, has a lot of buckles.”

“So let’s get out of here!” Baxter said. “Spring us!”

“Spring?” Tilleran asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I don’t think that’s how this is going to work,” Browning said. “Let’s feed her. Then gain her trust, and then we can ask nicely to be let go.”

“You’re actually good at this diplomacy crap,” Baxter said. “We might get through this without being killed after all.”

“Well, Tilleran and I, at least. She really hates you, Captain.”

“Grand.”

“Ta-da!” Sirron announced, thundering out of the kitchen and spreading her arms wide. “I feel alive! I have sampled Doctor Browning’s cooking and find it magnificent! It was better than I hoped. It evoked memories of my wonderful Harth.” She reached down, took Browning’s tiny hand in hers. “My good doctor, you’ve renewed my faith in humanity.”

Browning glanced down. “Aw, shucks.”

“Gotta love happy endings,” Baxter said, looking at Tilleran.

“Indeeed,” Sirron said, and reached down to grab a large knife. “I will slice the bug casserole. Then you can all try some of the side dishes. Not all are deadly…”

That’s when the outer wall of Sirron’s apartment exploded in a rain of rapid phaser fire, revealing the Escort hovering outside, docking lights blinking.

“Um…” Baxter said, his mouth hanging open as the foreward hatch in the Escort’s nose exploded open, and J’hana leapt out, knife clutched in her jaws.

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” Browning called out, as J’hana leapt upon Sirron, tackling her to the floor with zeal.

Richards and Peterman followed J’hana out of the hatch, and ran to join Baxter, Tilleran, and Browning.

“Everyone okay here?” Peterman asked.

“We WERE okay,” Browning said, turning to J’hana. “STOP BEATING HER UP! I was just getting her to like me.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “We’d finally gotten through to Sirron until you, you know, blew up her house.”

“Hey, we thought we were doing you guys a favor,” Richards said.

Peterman squeezed Baxter’s cheek. “Some thanks that is!”

“She is unconscious,” J’hana said, climbing sluggishly off the unmoving Sirron, whose head lolled, tongue dangling out. “Shall I deal the death blow?”

“No!” Baxter shouted. “No death blow!”

“What’s his problem?” J’hana asked the others.

“We were making headway,” Tilleran said. “Janice…connected with her.”

“How special,” Richards mumbled. “Well, folks, consider yourselves rescued. Anyone want to wait until the magic dragon awakens, or the legion of hopping Gorn guards descends on the building?”

Everyone looked at each other. “NO!” they said in unison.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58373.6. Well…don’t we feel foolish. Just when human and Gorn were about to make a stunning breakthrough in communication…not to mention prevent three of us from getting gutted and filleted…is that how you say that? It sounds weird. Anyway, just as…that…was about to happen, the Escort comes crashing in. I suppose we’re lucky that J’hana didn’t kill Sirron, and rather just dealt her a massive head wound. All things considered, we got out of this one lucky.

Not to say that the diplomats won’t have some trouble piecing this one back together. Yeah, we choked pretty hard on this one.

The good news is, Counselor Peterman did a great job in command…except for that last part…and I’m eager for the Explorer to move on to her next mission, whatever that may be.



Plato followed Browning to her quarters, holding her hand. “I’m just glad you’re okay, Mom.”

“I’m fine,” Browning said. “But I wish…I don’t know…I wish we could have done what we beamed down to do.”

“Which was?”

“Not screw things up.”

Plato nodded. “It happens.”

“To us, a lot. But Kelly and Christopher meant well. It’s just…”

“Just what?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Guess I just wonder how many chances I’ll get to make a difference on this ship.”

“You make a difference to me all the time.”

Browning turned to Plato, grinning wide. “Plato…that’s the sweetest…” A tear trickled down her cheek as she tugged Plato into a tight bearhug. “Sometimes, Plato…” she sighed.

They arrived at their quarters, and Browning keyed her way in. Plato was about to follow when he saw Cadet Sparks walk by.

Browning smiled at them and ducked into her quarters, allowing the door to close.

“Plato!” she said. “Glad to see your mom back aboard, and in one piece.”

“Yeah,” Plato said sheepishly. “Um, thanks for that.”

“Guess you heard it was kind of a madhouse down there,” Sparks said.

“It happens,” Plato said.

“I’m getting that.” Sparks looked at him. “Anyway…I wish I could talk. But I’ve got to get to the bridge.”

“I thought you weren’t on duty till tomorrow.”

“This is a…special thing,” Sparks said, pushing her long, brown hair behind her ears. “Look, it’s probably going to get really busy around here shortly, so I just wanted to say…oh hell with it…” She grabbed Plato by the back of his neck, pulled him toward her, and kissed him deep on the lips.

Moments later, she broke the kiss, and stepped back, allowing Plato to lean back against the door, stunned, his eyes locked on her as she jogged to the nearby turbolift.

“Thanks!” he called out weakly after her, his fingers grazing his lips. “A lot.”



“So what does this mean, long range?” Richards asked, leaning against the back of the chair opposite Baxter’s desk.

“Oh, I have no idea,” Baxter said. “But the Explorer won’t be going back to Gorn anytime soon. Apparently Sirron…uh, carries a lot of weight with the Gorn leadership. Plus, once they found out I killed Harth…”

Richards shook his head. “She broke up with him, they demoted him…”

“And they still reserve the right to be pissed that I killed him. Welcome to diplomacy, buddy.”

“Do you think it was a bad sign that the Federation diplomatic contingent decided to remain on a hostile planet and wait for another ship rather than head back to Federation territory with us?”

Baxter nodded. “Oh, yeah.”

“I’ve got to say though, if there was any bright spot to this, it’s…”

“My wife did a great job in command, huh?” Baxter asked with a grin.

“No, I was going to say that Sparks and Mathers did a great job, but sure, whatever.”

The readyroom door suddenly bleeped, and Richards turned toward it. The door slid open to reveal Counselor Peterman.

“Great job!” Richards grinned, patting Peterman on the arm and walking out.

She walked in, looking askance at Richards. “Do you have time to chat a minute, Andy?”

“Sure. What’s…”

Peterman gestured behind her, and Cadet Nat Sparks gingerly walked in. They both waited for the door to close.

“There’s something you need to know. Right now,” Peterman said. “I would have told you sooner, but I wanted to wait until you were done debriefing about the Gorn incident, and the Explorer had broken orbit.”

“Sounds serious,” Baxter said.

“Yeah.” Peterman looked at Sparks. “Nat, go ahead and tell him what you told me.”

So she did.

Five minutes later, the Explorer changed course, and shot into maximum warp.



Alvin Ficker shot up in bed, face covered in sweat, eyes glazed.

“My glasses…give me my glasses…”

“You should rest. Your therapeutic sessions are not yet over,” said Shank, the U.S.S. Idlewild’s resident Vulcan and meditation expert.

“I am fine. The fog has lifted. The course is clear.” Shank reluctantly handed Ficker his glasses, and he looked around, as if for the first time. “How much time has passed?”

“Four point five weeks,” Shank said.

“Is the point five really necessary?”

“Captain Ficker, as I said, you should rest…”

Ficker planted his hand on Shank’s shoulder and pushed himself out of bed. “No. There’s too much that needs to be done. I have to confer with my senior staff.”

“May I ask to what end?”

“The Betazoid who knocked me into a coma did me a huge favor, Shank. She showed me the error in my ways. We shouldn’t be trying to make some kind of grand philosophical point with Starfleet. We have to take the battle to them. We have to get in their face.”

“Again, I ask to what end?”

Ficker turned to Shank, his stamina returning by the second. “There’s an ancient Earth saying, my Vulcan friend. ‘If you can’t beat them, join them.’”

“I am familiar with the aphorism. Sarek coined a similar phrase. So…then what?”

“Then you beat them. Come on…we have a lot to talk about…”



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



NEXT:



A revelation about Cadet Ethan Piper leads Captain Baxter to renew his determination to capture the USS Idlewild and bring Alvin Ficker to justice. But as an away team struggles to get aboard the rogue ship and rescue a collection of wayward Starfleet officers and cadets, it becomes increasingly clear that Ficker has no intention of giving up so easily. Final Story Before Mid-year Break!




Wildcards, Part One



STARFLEET TRANSPORT SHIP VERUCA CIALIS SYSTEM



“Is it me, or are they letting more idiots into Starfleet than ever?” Lieutenant Vick Hastings said, turning to his copilot on the cramped bridge of the Veruca.

“I wouldn’t know,” Ensign Dal Adan, a Trill just recently assigned to Hastings’ detail said, punching at controls. “I haven’t been out of the academy more than six months.”

“It’s just that this used to be a boring job,” Hastings said, folding his hands behind his head. “You used to have to ferry crazies and washouts to their exit interviews only once in a blue moon. Now I’ve had to expand my operation. Rumor has it, next month I’m getting a bigger ship. Hopefully, with a bigger brig. Yeah, that would be nice. A bigger brig!”

“You take a lot of joy in this,” Adan noted as she looked at the navigation readouts.

“I don’t take any joy in Starfleet being made fools of. You have any idea what the two guys in our brig are here for?”

“I try not to pry,” Adan said cautiously.

“Well, I do, and these two are doozies. They had a major case of transporter shock, and when they beamed down to Cialis Two, they thought the First Officer was a giant tree-monster, and jumped him.”

“Is that enough for them to get put off the ship?”

“No, but when they came at their captain with a tree-hedger and nearly chopped his arms off…yeah, that would do it.”

“It sounds like they might be mentally…defective.”

“I’m just wondering where they got the tree-hedger. At any rate, they are mentally defective, and an embarrassment to the fleet.”

Adan nodded, looking at her panel. “Well, the embarrassments are ready for beam-over.”

“Energize,” Hastings said, and sighed as he watched the readout indicate that his prisoners were in his brig. “Good stuff. Notify the Exeter that the detainees are in custody.”

“Done,” Adan said, tapping her panel. “The Exeter acknowledged and…they just left the system.”

“If I were them, I’d want to wash my hands of this as quickly as possible too,” Hastings chuckled. “Want to go visit our guests?”

“I hardly see what good that will do.”

“You might learn something, Adan.”

“Maybe later.”

“Suit yourself.”

Hastings shifted out of his chair and whistled a happy tune as he ducked out of the cockpit of his ship and ambled down the corridor toward one of the narrow, cigar-shaped vessel’s handful of cabins: The brig.

He tapped his access code and stepped inside, where two bewildered-looking Ensigns stood behind a crackling field, scratching their heads.

“Why are we here…uh, Lieutenant?” one of them said.

“Ensign Cory Gaston. Ensign Ronald Stambling,” Hastings said, looking from one to the other. “You both stand accused of assaulting two superior officers, and attempted murder of said officers.”

“We thought he was a tree,” Gaston said.

“A big tree,” Stambling said. He glanced at his fellow prisoner. “Do we get to go home?”

“Not quite,” Hastings said. “The tribunal will decide if you should spend time in a rehabilitation colony or a penal colony.”

“Pe…penal?”

Hastings nodded. “Y’all are in a heap of trouble.”

“But we didn’t mean to!” Gaston protested.

Hastings chuckled. “What I’d like to know is how did you two possibly have the same hallucination.”

The pair looked at each other, and shrugged.

“Just lucky, I guess,” Stambling said.

“Right you are,” Hastings said, and turned for the door. “Room service is at nineteen hundred. You’re in luck. We have creamed chipped beef tonight.” He’d just gotten to the door when his combadge bleeped.

“Adan to Hastings.”

“Yeah?”

“A ship just decloaked right in front of us, sir.”

Hastings’ eyes widened. “Romulan? Klingon?”

“Federation. Wait…how does a Federation ship have a cloaking device?”

“What the…” Hastings headed for the door, when the ship suddenly shook so violently he fell on his back. The room was suddenly bathed red in the glow of Red Alert.

“Sir, they’re firing on us. We’ve lost shields!” Adan announced over the crackling comm system as Hastings tried to shift to his feet.

He heard the whine of a transporter beam to his left and right, and looked up to see a squarely-built male Starfleet officer on one side, and a slim woman on the other.

The male turned and knelt by him. He had beady eyes and a pointy goatee. He stroked it as he studied the man. “You Hastings?”

“Who are you? What is this about?”

“Deactivate the forcefield, Lieutenant Prouse,” the man said, and helped Hastings to his feet. “I’m Commander Roland Worthy, U.S.S. Idlewild. We’re here to take these men into our custody.”

“On whose authority?”

“On the only authority that matters, in this case. That of Captain Alvin Ficker.” Worthy smiled wide. “Have you heard of him?”

“The biggest loony of them all. Yeah, I heard of him. I’ve been shuttling crazies from one place to another on about fifteen years now, and he’s the biggest reject of ’em all. I’m just hoping I get to haul him in when he finally gets stuck in Tantalus where he belongs.”

Worthy clicked his tongue, smoothly drawing his phaser and pointing it at Hastings. “Now, Mister Hastings. I was hoping we could do this amicably. But then you had to go and get…haughty. You had to go and besmirch the good name of Alvin Ficker. And we simply don’t do that.” Worthy glanced at the brig, where Prouse was letting Stambling and Gaston out. “Gentlemen, I have an offer to make. You have sixty seconds to decide. Either stay here and go to a penal or rehab colony for at least eighteen months, or come with me aboard the starship Idlewild, where Captain Ficker will ensure your…unique…talents are put to use.”

“Let’s go,” Stambling said, and rushed to Worthy’s side.

Gaston followed. “Yeah, duh!”

“There, that was easy,” Worthy said, and gestured toward the brig. “Mister Hastings, would you please.”

“Now, why…” Hastings growled.

Worthy reared back and slammed Hastings across the head with the butt of his phaser. “Because I said so, you inconsiderate functionary!” He bodily pushed Hastings into the brig, then nodded to Prouse, who reinitialized the field. “Spend some time in there thinking about the way you treat people. When Captain Ficker liberates all the misunderstood, all the downtrodden of Starfleet’s ranks, and builds them into strong, deserving, capable officers, you’ll look back on this and wish you were nicer to me.”

“Or I’ll wish I’d shot you,” Hastings seethed.

“Six of one, half-dozen,” Worthy shrugged, and nodded at Prouse. “Now if you’ll excuse us, we have a busy day ahead. Just so you know, we’re disabling your engines and communications system. There’s not another ship nearby for weeks. I truly hope you use this time to think about your actions.” He slapped his combadge. “Worthy to Idlewild: Four to beam up.”



“Are they going to join us?” Ficker said, leaning up on the couch in his readyroom as Commander Roland Worthy ducked in.

“They were ecstatic. They went a little crazy after we beamed aboard…but they told me they get transporter shock, at least they did before we put them under sedation.”

“We really need a counselor.”

“You think?”

“I wanted to let you know, Commander, that I will soon be returning to active duty.”

Worthy shifted a bit. “So soon? Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“Our holographic doctor insists I’m fine. Shank has spent a good deal of time with me and agrees with the doctor’s assessment. I’m returning to duty. There’s much to be done.”

“Like what? We’ve been picking up lots of new crew…stopping to do the occasional good deed to keep public opinion in our favor. What’s there to do?”

“Our run-in with the Explorer was a huge setback. Not just in terms of me being neutralized for so long, but because of the bad press. These…two specimens…are not the brightest of folks, even by our standards. Any self-respecting Starfleet nimrod is not going to come with us so easily.”

“So what do we do?”

“Sweeten the deal,” Ficker said. “Let’s talk…”



“Come,” Captain Andy Baxter said, standing behind his desk and staring out the viewport. He turned to find Chris Richards standing in the doorway.

“You called for a course change. Want to tell me where we’re going?”

Peterman was standing to the side, and nodded in Richards’s direction. “Let the door close, Chris.”

Richards stepped in, then looked from Baxter to Peterman. “What’s going on? Why did we change course? And why is Cadet Sparks pacing around out there like she has Brezalian jumping beans in her uniform?”

Baxter turned. “Ficker.”

“We found him? Have we told Starfleet Intelligence?”

“Not yet.”

“Why not?”

“Because right now all we have is an unverified, unsubstantiated claim from a cadet,” Baxter said, and turned to put his hands on his desk. “I want to verify it.”

“Sparks told you what she saw, Andy,” Peterman said. “It’s verified. I don’t think she imagined seeing Cadet Piper aboard the Idlewild…she didn’t dream up that he asked for our help…”

“We’ll find out if he needs our help,” Baxter said.

Richards nodded, taking it in. “So we’re going to blow off our orders again.”

Baxter looked up at him. “Not yet. Let’s just…see where this leads us.”

“Yeah, because that’s never gotten us into trouble before.”

Baxter shook his head. “Sparks gave us some coordinates. We’re just going to check it out.”

“And if we find the Idlewild there, if we find Ficker…then what?”

“Then we open fire,” Baxter said.

“Are we…” He looked from Peterman to Baxter. “I mean, can we just do that?”

“That is what we will do,” Baxter said. “After some standard Starfleet-style negotiations of course.”

“That’s a relief,” Peterman muttered. “And here I thought you’d just gone round the bend.”

“Do we even know who we’re targeting?” Richards asked. “I mean, if the whole crew is following Ficker, with the exception of this Piper kid, maybe, then aren’t they all complicit?”

“He’s not going to blow anyone up.” Peterman nudged toward Baxter. “Tell him, Andy, that you’re not blowing anyone up.”

“I’m going to stop Ficker,” Baxter said. “He’s kidnaped Starfleet officers. Brainwashed them, or cajoled them somehow, to follow him. He’s gone off the reservation. I’m going to bring him back.”

“In one piece?” Richards asked.

“That part’s up to him,” Baxter said, running his hands over his desk.

“Wow,” said Richards. “A lot changes in a year, eh?”

“What do you mean?”

“Last year, we’re the ones who went off the reservation, and the Orleans, and later the Outlander, hunted us down.”

“He’s not us. Ficker isn’t us. His reasons…”

“He’s crazy,” Peterman said. “And I’m more than qualified to make that call.”

“They thought we were crazy,” Richards said. “Some still do.”

“He’s putting people in danger,” Baxter said. “These supposedly heroic little missions, using a starship they barely know how to operate…that Section Thirty-One may or may not try to get back some day…they’re going to get someone killed.”

“Yeah,” Richards said. “Still not seeing the difference.”

“The difference is, he’s Ficker, and he’s got to be stopped.” Baxter looked up at Richards. “Do I have your support in this, Commander?”

Richards shifted from foot to foot. “Yeah. Sure.”

“Good,” Baxter said, and headed for the door. “You have the bridge.”

“Are we going to talk…”

“No.”

Richards stood there as Baxter stepped out of the readyroom. He turned to Peterman. “Are you comfortable with this?”

“What do you think? Of course I’m not. Andy’s….just…worked up. But I think it will pass. He’s a sensible man, underneath it all. He’ll come around.”

“Yeah, but will he come around before we get to Ficker?”

“I have faith he will,” Peterman said. “The sector we’re heading for is nearly a week away at maximum warp. We don’t even know if the Idlewild will still be around by the time we get there. This could all be for nothing.”

“But what if it isn’t? What if Andy’s the one who goes off the reservation?”

Peterman shook her head. “We’ll cross that bridge if and when we come to it. But I’m not prepared…”

“You should get prepared, Kelly.”

“We’ll see,” Peterman said, and left the room.



THREE DAYS LATER



“Thank you all for joining me,” Captain Alvin Ficker said, looking out over the crowded cargo bay of the two hundred or so souls aboard the Idlewild. “I know the last few weeks have been a time of uncertainty for all of you. I appreciate your patience, and the fact that you’ve followed Commander Worthy’s instructions until now. I’m happy to report that I’m once again able to return to duty, to lead this crew and fulfill the promise I made all of you.”

Cadet Ethan Piper stood toward the back of the crowd, grimacing inwardly at Ficker’s words. He had hoped Ficker would never wake up from whatever it is the Explorer person did to him; however, having Worthy in charge was not much of an improvement. Not only that, but he could swear the security officers standing along the cargo bay wall were looking at him particularly close.

“We stand at the precipice of a grand undertaking. Who among you has not been turned away by the Starfleet you served so proudly? Who among you has not felt ashamed for who you are, for your very identity?”

“Here, here,” an officer, the lanky Ensign Snodgrass, said quietly from the midst of the crowd. Others joined in, including Stambling and Gaston, softly at first, then chanting louder.

“Yes,” Ficker said, a slow smile growing on his face. He looked down at Worthy, who stood behind him, peering through narrowed eyes at the crowd, and the stoic Shank, who stood on the other side of him, lips pursed, face impassive. “YES! You all know what you’re capable of. You all know about your potential. Your, as yet, untapped potential.” He gazed around the room. “But what if I told you about a way you could all reach that potential. You could all become more than what you are. More competent, stronger…better even…than your so-called ‘normal’ Starfleet counterparts.”

Everyone cheered. Apparently Ficker had hit a chord.

“So I’m pleased…no, thrilled…to tell you that we’re taking steps right now to find a way…” He nodded at Shank. “A…scientific…methodology. That will ensure all of you become the people you’re supposed to be. We’ll become legends, we’ll become kings. And then, when we’re ready…we WILL make Starfleet think twice about throwing us out like yesterday’s garbage!”

The cargo bay exploded into a chorus of cheers, and Ethan Piper sunk a little in his shoes.



“I’m telling you, Captain, this is as fast as we can go,” Lt. Commander Hartley said, climbing down the ladder and ducking out of the Jefferies tube into Engineering proper, as Baxter followed her.

“Yeah, and I’m telling you, I know engineers just say that, when really there’s a little extra left for emergency situations.” Baxter looked around. “This is one of those. So, you know, gun it.”

“I’m glad you think I have the ability to ‘gun it,’ sir,” Hartley said. “But there’s such a thing as design specs, and design specs say…”

“They specs are just that…specs.” Baxter stepped toward Hartley, resting a hand on her shoulder. “But you and I both know, this ship can go faster.”

Hartley looked up at him. “Yeah. It can. Briefly. But…”

“You’re proud of your ship, Commander. You’re proud of what she can do. So how about we both find out just how fast she can go.”

Hartley reached back, rubbing the back of her neck. “I suppose, if we increase power to the injectors, we could squeeze out an extra point or two.”

“Which at these speeds cuts at least a day out of our travel time,” Baxter said.

“You actually studied this? I mean you looked at a map, and a warp speed chart? You made calculations?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said.

“I’ve got to say, I’m impressed. I mean you never seemed so…focused.”

“I have reason to be. So can you help me?”

“Yeah,” Hartley said. “I can. But don’t come blaming me if we blow up…”

“I won’t,” Baxter said, and turned to head out of Engineering. “Because, obviously, we’ll have blown up. Just get it done.”

“Yup, I’m an enabler,” Hartley sighed, and headed toward the warp core, gesturing to her staff. “Okay, guys, gather ’round. This is what we’re going to do…”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58375.6. After a series of muddled communications from Starfleet Command which may or may not have been issuing new orders, we’ve decided to embark on our own expedition, to the ZachAriel sector, where we’ll be checking for…space stuff, while we continue to try to find out why our subspace antenna is malfunctioning. I keep trying to tell everyone that we exceeded our peak minutes, but nobody will believe me…



“Mind telling me what this is?” Richards asked, stepping into the readyroom and tossing a padd on Baxter’s desk.

He glanced at it. “A padd, looks like.”

“Don’t be flip about this, Captain. What’s ON the padd.”

Baxter sighed and paged through it. “Warp core output reports.”

“Yeah,” Richards said. “I was just reviewing engine performance. We’re operating at thirty percent above design limits!”

“Nice to know there’s still a bit of the old engineer left in you, Chris.”

“I talked to Hartley. Somehow, and it’s beyond me why, she’s actually enjoying this.”

“She likes to make things go, what can I say.”

“You’ve convinced her it’s worth putting us all in danger just to catch Ficker.”

“None of us like Ficker,” Baxter said. “If you ask around, you’ll find the sentiment is that we should finish what we started. Your girlfriend included.”

“Don’t bring J’hana into this. Besides, she’ll fight anyone, anywhere, anytime.”

“Ficker embarrassed her and Tilleran…and the rest of us…on quadrant-wide vidivision, or have you not forgotten the talk show thing? Not to mention…”

“So that justifies you being reckless?

Baxter rolled his eyes. “What are you going to do, Chris? Relieve me?”

“It hasn’t come to that point yet, but if it does…”

Baxter stared at Richards. “THEN what?”

“Then I’ll…do what needs to be done.”

Baxter tossed the padd back to him. “Well, until then, get out of my office.”



“You may use your quarters for fifteen minutes, then you will report to the mess for ‘crew togetherness time,’ Cadet Piper,” Lieutenant Angelina Prouse, security chief, said, hovering by the door to Piper’s quarters.

“Well, when you make it sound that inviting…”

“Look, we understand you’re not fully behind the Captain. We forgive you for that. But you’re going to have to come around sooner or later, and leave the ship..”

“Lieutenant, you had a great career…you were chief of security on the Zimbabwe for three years. Why throw that all away?”

“I’m not throwing anything away,” Prouse said. “They threw me away. Just because of a silly thing with potatoes.”

“You threw them at your commanding officer.”

“Because he told me to take them out of my quarters. I found them comforting.”

“You just needed counseling!”

Prouse stepped up toward Piper, gritting her teeth. “I’ve got something much better here. I have support. And you will too, if you just get with the program!”

“I’m getting a shower,” Piper said, tugging his tunic open and ducking into his quarters. “Computer, lock door,” as soon as he was in. He stepped over to his desk and spun his terminal to face him. He reached over and grabbed the cubical object he’d been using to fool Idlewild’s sensors. It was something he’d been working on in tactics class at the Academy. A way to simulate normal computer readouts, overriding sensors, so that one could effectively rewire connections in the computer core, unknown to anyone else on the ship, or the computer himself. His professor commended him for creativity, but cautioned that Starfleet didn’t look kindly on inventions that were capable of overriding a Starship’s command crew. Then again, if a ship fell into the wrong hands, it was handy to have around.

Moments later, the Federation logo stopped spinning on his screen, and Cadet Nat Sparks appeared in its place.

“Nat,” he said. “Seems it’s easier to get ahold of you now.”

“I’ve been told to wait by the comm…and monitor everything that you tell me. The captain knows now. He wants to help. We’re coming…just hold on.”

“We’re altering course, Nat, that’s what I called to tell you.”

Sparks nodded. “Tell me where. We’ll meet you.”

“Tantalus,” Piper said. “But I don’t know why.”

“I’ll pass it on. Is there anything else?”

Piper glanced back at the doors to his cabin, and looked back at Sparks urgently. “Yeah. Hurry.”

“Hang on, Ethan. We’re coming.”



“Tantalus?” Baxter asked, standing in the middle of the bridge as Sparks gave her report. “What could he want there?”

“Besides treatment,” Peterman said from her seat next to the command chair.

“Maybe one of their scientists…” Richards said.

Baxter didn’t look at him. “Or one of their patients.”

“That’s a long list,” J’hana said, tapping at her panel. “Could be anyone. And not a lot of good choices, among them.”

“Maybe he’s just trying to find more reject Starfleet officers,” Tilleran said. “More people to populate his ship….”

“Or something worse,” Peterman said, and looked at Tilleran. Wasn’t there something she meant to talk to her about? It nagged at her, like leaving something behind in a room, and not remembering what. “I guess we won’t know till we get there.”

“Thanks to Commander Hartley, we’ll get there faster, though,” Baxter said, and fixed a glare on Richards. “Isn’t that right, Lieutenant Madera?”

“Seven hours,” Madera said. “Oh, by the way, a nacelle fell off…no biggie.”

Baxter turned toward her. “Et tu, Susan?”

“I’m just saying…we’re going fast.”

Sefelt turned in his seat. “Too fast?”

“Oh, now look what you’ve started,” Baxter said, throwing up his hands.

“What could happen?” Sefelt asked, looking at Baxter. “Did a nacelle really fall off? That’s bad, right?”

“No nacelles fell off, Howie,” Peterman said soothingly.

Baxter looked at Richards. “No reason for panic, people. Just business as usual.”

“Question,” J’hana said. “If I get my hands on Ficker, do I have permission to snap his neck myself, or should I call you over and let you do it?”

“Nobody’s snapping anyone’s neck,” Baxter said, and went over to his seat. “We’ll do this by the book.”

“That’s a relief,” Richards said.

“Once again, I wonder what it is I see in you,” J’hana growled.

Sparks still stood next to the command area, looking a little out of sorts. “Captain, is there something I can do?”

“Would you rather go belowdecks, Cadet?”

She shook her head earnestly.

Baxter gave a small smile. “Good. Take auxiliary engineering. Monitor the warp core. God forbid, if a nacelle does fall off, I want to know about it.”

She smiled back, and dashed to the back of the bridge. “Thanks, sir.”

“Nice to know some people want to be part of the fight,” Baxter said, folding his arms.

“Yeah, and a nice example you’re setting for Starfleet’s youth, too,” Richards replied.

“When you’re fighting for the right reason…”

“We’ll see.”



“Mister Piper,” Captain Ficker said, a broad smile spreading as Lt. Prouse ushered Piper in, then stepped out of the readyroom, letting the door close. “Thanks for stopping by.”

“I thought you wanted me to go down to the crew mess, for, uh, togetherness time…” Piper said, shifting from foot to foot, uneasily.

“Maybe later,” Ficker said. “But before that, let’s just have a talk. Come, sit down…” He gestured to one of the seats opposite his desk. The other was occupied by Shank, the mysterious Vulcan who’d accompanied him until he’d awaken. “You know Mister Shank?”

Piper nodded, sitting down. “Yes. Hi.”

“Greetings,” Shank said, then looked to Ficker. “Let me know when.”

Ficker held up a hand. “Not yet, Shank.” He moved around to the front of his desk, and sat down, arms folded. “Do you like it here, Cadet?”

“Yes…” Piper said uneasily. “I…”

“But you have reservations.” Ficker nodded. “That’s only natural. We all come from different backgrounds. That’s one of the nice things about the Idlewild. We’re all different, but we’re united in one thing…”

“Good intentions?” Piper asked.

“Heavens no,” Ficker said. “We’re freaks. Outcasts. Rejects. I mean, according to your report, you got beaten up all the time by bigger, stronger cadets.”

“I was known as something of a weakling. I guess a…nerd.”

Ficker nodded. “How typical. And how egregious the Academy would let something like that go on.”

“They couldn’t be watching everyone all the time. They tried to instill discipline but…”

“But some cadets operated outside the law.”

“Yes.”

“Some of the best, and brightest, I’d expect. The Picards, the De Sotos.”

“Yes, sir.”

“So why can’t we operate outside the law as well?”

Piper tugged at his collar. “Because there would be chaos?”

Ficker nodded again. “But who’s to say that’s a bad thing? I mean, sometimes a forest has to burn down every decade or so, to replenish natural nutrients, right?”

“I…suppose.”

“So maybe Starfleet does too, every now and again…to replenish itself.”

“Burn down…Starfleet?”

“Figuratively,” Ficker said with a broad smile. “Just figuratively.”

Piper glanced at Shank. “So…”

“So I hear you’re not happy here,” Ficker said, leaning over and patting Piper on the knee. “Nothing wrong with admitting that. We all have our doubts. But my friend Shank’s here to help us figure out exactly what the nature of your discontent is. Maybe then we can address your concerns better.”

“Or you could just ask me…” Piper said numbly.

“Yeah,” Ficker said. “But this is more efficient. Relax. If you have nothing to hide from us, then this little session will be a piece of cake. You don’t have anything to hide from us, do you, Ethan?”

Piper slowly rose from his seat. “Could I…be excused for a moment?”

Ficker’s smile faded. He pushed Piper down by the shoulders. “No. Sit back down.”

Shank turned to him, moving his hands to his temples. “Do not fight me, and this will be painless, Cadet.”

“I…” Piper began.

“Just relax,” Ficker said. “This’ll all be over soon.”



Baxter ate hurriedly, glancing at the chronometer on the wall.

Opposite Baxter at their customary table in Space Tastes, Peterman watched him, while cutting the meat on Steffie’s plate, as she sat on the other side of the table in her jumper seat.

“Slow down. You’re going to give yourself gas, sweetie.”

“That’s a foregone conclusion,” Baxter said. “I mean this is Janice’s empanada souffle, so…”

“You just can’t wait to get back to the bridge, can you?”

“There’s a lot going on.”

“Chris’s there.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, looking at his plate. “For what good that does.”

“What’s going on with you two?”

“He doesn’t trust me. He’s worried I’m going to go off the deep end or something over Ficker.”

“Well…”

“Oh, not you too,” Baxter said. “Don’t look at me that way. I’m the same guy I was yesterday, only…”

“Only hellbent on revenge. Yes, I see the similarities.”

Baxter sighed, putting his fork down. “Want me to turn us around right now, and just contact the authorities?”

“Would you?”

Baxter smiled. “Heh. No.”

“Then I don’t know why we’re even having this conversation.” Peterman took a deep breath. “Look, Andy…I just don’t like you this way. You’re a gentle, good guy. It’s what attracted me to you in the first place. It’s why I fell in love with you. Even last year, when we were all under fire for weeks at a time, being chased by Starfleet, the Orions, and everyone else with a grudge, you were different. You were doing everything you could just to keep us safe. Your friends, your family…”

Baxter looked up at her. “Yeah. And now?”

“Now you just want to…get him. And that’s different.”

“Not from where I’m sitting.”

“Dessert?” Browning asked, walking up, a pie in each hand.

Baxter glanced at her. “Uh, not tonight, Janice.”

“Good, because I was planning on eating both of these.” She sat the pies down on the table and sighed. “Well, what’s going on? I hear you’re having a bit of a nutty today, Andy.”

“Glad to hear you and Chris are talking again.”

“Chris’s not the only one talking.” Browning shared a glance with Peterman. “We’re just worried about you, is all.”

“No need to be,” Baxter said, reaching over and tapping Steffie on the cheek. “Ain’t that right, baby?”

“Doofus!” Steffie giggled, and tossed a hunk of tomato at Baxter.

“Even my daughter’s turned against me,” Baxter said.

“Nobody’s against you,” Browning said. “We just want you to…” she looked at Peterman again. “Be careful.”

“Like I said. No reason to…”

“Richards to Baxter. Thought you’d want to know, we’re entering the Tantalus system.”

Baxter stood, and bolted out of the restaurant.

Peterman and Browning looked at each other.

“I think he was going to say ‘worry,’” Peterman said. She sighed. “I’ve got to get Steffie to Richard Simmons. Crisis or not, she’ll give me hell if she misses toddlercise. Hey, I know it’s middle of the day, but do you want to get a drink after?”

Browning shrugged. “Sure.”



“Report,” Baxter said, stepping out of the turbolift and walking briskly to the front of the bridge as Richards vacated the command chair and stepped up next to him.

“We just came out of warp and are heading for Tantalus Five,” Richards said. “They’ve already hailed us, wondering what we’re doing here.”

“Tell them we’re investigating a reported…anomaly, and leave it at that,” Baxter said. “Any other ships in the system?”

“A Pakled cargo ship, and a Ferengi courier, but that’s it,” J’hana said. “Recommend we go to Yellow Alert, nevertheless. The Idlewild is equipped with a phase cloak, and as such, they could be right next to us and we wouldn’t know it.”

“They could be inside us and we wouldn’t know it,” Tilleran corrected.

“Pleasant thought,” Baxter said. “Agreed. Yellow Alert.”

He walked back to the command area with Richards and sat down. “Thoughts, Chris?”

“You want to know?”

He turned to him. “Yeah.”

“I think we beat them here. Tantalus was actually closer to our position than the last reported position of the Idlewild. Plus, they didn’t, you know, risk blowing up their engines to get here.”

“Cadet Sparks…engine status report.”

“They’re still cooling, sir, but none the worse for wear.”

“Thanks.” Baxter turned to Richards. “Satisfied?”

“We were lucky. One misfired injector and…kablooie.”

“Kablooie concerns noted.” Baxter rubbed his chin. “J’hana, rig us for silent running. Reduce all systems to minimal levels. Susan, bring us just within Tantalus Five’s ionosphere. Activate sensor-reflective shields.”

“Glad those finally came in handy,” Richards said.

“Let me know when we’re in position,” Baxter said, rising and heading to the readyroom.

“Then what?” Richards asked.

“Then we wait for him. If he tries to beam anyone to or from Tantalus Five, we’ll know about it, even if he stays cloaked.”

“And then we pounce,” J’hana said, cracking her knuckles eagerly.

Baxter smiled. “Pounce is right, Commander.”



“Two pink squirrels,” Mirk said, leaning on the bar in the Constellation Club. “Glad to see you two here. You haven’t been around much lately.”

Peterman nodded, glancing over her shoulder at Tantalus as it hovered beyond the slotted viewports. “We’ve been a little…preoccupied.”

“Yeah. The Ficker thing,” Mirk said, polishing a glass. “That’s been all over the ship.”

“Yeah,” Peterman said, sipping her drink.

Browning did likewise. “Kelly, I don’t know what you see in these things. Ick. So sweet.”

“What would you prefer?” Peterman asked.

“Two double shots of tequila, straight up, Mirk, and a couple limes,” Browning said, and smiled at Peterman. “Why do people always underestimate me?”

“I’ll never do it again,” Peterman said, and laughed. She leaned on her elbows as Mirk brought the shots. “So…”

“Yeah,” Browning said, looking at her shot.

“So…I hear you’re dating the changeling?”

“So…I hear Sparks is dating my son?”

They both blurted it out at the same time, and Mirk just chuckled.

“I’ll leave you guys a few moments to decide,” he said, and walked away.



“He’s not coming,” Richards said, turning to Baxter.

“It’s only been an hour,” Baxter said, steepling his fingers and staring at the viewscreen.

“Still, he should be here by now.”

“What are you afraid of, Chris? That we might actually run into him?”

Richards looked hard at Baxter. “Maybe a bit.”

Baxter gave Richards a small smile and a pat on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep my senses. That’s what I’ve got you around for, anyway, isn’t it?”

Richards smiled back a little. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess it is.”

“So…checkers?”



“Andy’s got a big mouth,” Browning muttered. “I was trying to keep the thing with Pogo under wraps. Anyway…it’s not a thing. We’re just talking.”

“A subspace romance,” Peterman said. “Wow, the stuff of holonovels!”

“Not if there’s no romance.” Browning tossed back her second shot. “We’re just getting to know one another.”

Peterman nodded. “Nothing wrong with that.”

“So what about Sparks? Is she…you know, a good person?”

“She seems great. Considering she came from one of the not-so- bright groups at the Academy, I think she’s been doing a hell of a job. I can only guess it just took her a while to come out of her shell.”

“Well, do you think she’s, um…bringing Plato out of his shell? Er, getting in his shell with him?”

Peterman blanched. “You mean, he hasn’t….”

Browning shrugged. “I don’t think so. But we haven’t talked about it.”

“I was sure, that ensign from Stellar Cartography…”

“Nah. Just a few trips to the holodeck.”

“Where he can conjure any sex scene he wants…” Peterman threw her head back and laughed. “Janice, Plato may be less than five years old chronologically, but emotionally he’s easily seventeen or eighteen. He’s doubtless got…you know, urges.”

Browning pounded the bar. “Mirk, I need another shot. Stat!”

Mirk hurried back with another pair of shots. “Doctor, I hate to pry, but if it makes you feel any better, I heard it from Ensign Reader in the arboretum that Plato and the ensign from Stellar Cartography never got beyond hand-holding.”

Browning shuddered. “But…Mirk. His hand can become anything!”

Peterman rested a hand on Browning’s shoulder. “Now, let’s not dwell. Let’s just try to live in blissful ignorance a while longer.”

“Is that my friend talking, or my counselor?”

“Oh, definitely the friend. Denial is ultimately unhealthy and self- defeating, so…yeah the counselor wouldn’t suggest it. But the friend knows you need it right now. Besides, this thing with Sparks could be good for him.”

“Yeah,” Browning said, looking at her shot. “I just hope he knows what he’s doing.”



“King me,” Richards said, looking up from the padd they shared, and Baxter groaned.

“Not again. That’s like, the fifth time. I forgot that I suck at checkers…”

“Contact decloaking, bearing zero three four mark two one seven,” J’hana said, looking up from her panel. “It’s the Idlewild.”

“Red Alert,” Baxter said. “Ready all weapons and raise shields. Lieutenant Madera, break orbit. Tilleran: how did they sneak up on us like that?”

“Two words,” Tilleran said. “Cloaking device.”

“Super,” Richards said. “So what do we do now?”

“We’re being hailed,” J’hana said. “By the way, the sensor-reflective shields are officially not worth a shnarz.”

“Let’s talk to the man, I guess,” Baxter said. “Put him on screen.”

Ficker, looking particularly smug, appeared on the viewscreen. “Looking for something, Captain? Or should I say someone?”

“Ficker,” Baxter said, pushing out of his chair and stepping toward the viewscreen. “Thanks ever so much for saving us the trouble of bringing your ass to Tantalus.”

“Oh, I’m not here to stay,” Ficker said. “Actually, I finished my business a while ago.”

“How?”

“I’m faster than you. I’m better than you. Smarter, too. I knew what you were doing before you even did it.”

“Then you know my next step is to blow your ass out of the stars.”

“Oh, you could do that,” Ficker said, folding his arms. “Or, you could track down the good Cadet Piper, who was so helpful to us.”

Sparks bit back a gasp, leaning forward at her station.

“Where is he?” Baxter snapped.

“On some moon in this system,” Ficker said. “Can’t quite remember which. But here’s a helpful hint…the air’s kinda thin there. So you’d better hurry.”

“Tilleran, look for human lifesigns,” Richards said. “Scanners to full reach.”

“Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got other places to be,” Ficker said. “But I do wish you’d learn something from this little encounter, Baxter. It’s smarter to work with me than against me. Ask Cadet Piper. I’m sure he’ll agree.”

Baxter squeezed his hands into fists, his jaw working back and forth as Ficker disappeared from the screen.

“Idlewild just went to warp,” J’hana said. “Do we pursue?”

“You kidding?” Baxter said. “Tilleran, where’s Piper?”

“He’s on the third moon of the fourth planet. Uninhabited. The moon is L-class, barely liveable.”

“Take us there, full impulse. Medical team to transporter room one.”

Richards stepped up next to Baxter as crew milled about the bridge carrying out their orders. “What now, Andy?”

Baxter stared at the viewscreen, gritting his teeth. “What now is we get Piper. We find out who Ficker snatched from Tantalus. And then we get the son of a bitch. You have a problem with that?”

“No, come to think of it. But any idea how we do it?” Richards asked.

Baxter shrugged. “Nope. Not a clue. I was kind of hoping you’d do that part.”

“As a matter of fact, I do have one idea…” Richards said. “But not sure you’re going to like it. Come to think of it, I don’t like it much either.”



Lt. Commander Tilleran stepped into her office, wearily sinking into the chair opposite her desk

“Oh, Commander. You’re here. Good, I didn’t hear you come in. I’ve got the most exciting report for you!” Ensign Brett Marciano said, jogging into Tilleran’s office.

“Can it wait till tomorrow? We’re in the middle of a…” she sighed and rubbed her temples. Lately, she’d not been sleeping well. She figured it was because of the…well, why bother thinking about that? “We’re in the middle of a thing,” she finished.

“But it’s fascinating! I’ve been testing the reaction of amoebas from Vasten Six, and how they interact with local fauna from the neighboring Corova Two!”

“I said LATER!” Tilleran snapped, and stared at Marciano, concentrating her telepathy on him.

The ensign stopped in his tracks, then robotically backed out of the room, turned, and walked away.

“Whew. If it’s not one thing, it’s another,” Tilleran muttered, and turned to her desktop panel.



“Absolutely not!” Joan Redding said over subspace, leaning toward the terminal so Richards could see the irritation building behind her eyes.

“Thanks for mulling it over,” Richards sighed and stared at the desktop viewer in his office, as Baxter paced in front of his desk.

“Did you mention he’s a nutjob, and a danger to us all flying around in that Section Thirty-One super ship?”

Redding smirked. “Kind of funny, isn’t it, Commander, that after your staunch refusal to answer even the simplest questions, you’re now asking me for help.”

“I’m not asking you for help,” Richards said, folding his arms. “I’m offering you help.”

“Oh yes? How do you figure?”

“You’ve worked for AWN for a while now, haven’t you? And in that time, never won the Pennington Award for Journalism. Not even the Cokie, or the Stewart Award. You are, in fact, the least decorated correspondent in the quadrant.”

“Nice, make her hate us more,” Baxter muttered, leaning on the desk.

“I don’t do this job for the awards, Commander,” Redding said cooly. “Now if you’re done dressing me down, I’m due on the air soon and have to prepare…”

“Just give us a ship, with your call letters. That’s all we need,” Richards said quickly. “In return, we promise when we catch Ficker, we’ll give you an exclusive with him.”

Redding stared at the screen. “I don’t do this for the awards.”

“Then for the satisfaction of showing the galaxy what a worthless schmuck Ficker is.”

“Some say the same about you.”

“We’ll be setting the record straight on that too.”

“So you say.”

Baxter moved around to Richards’s side of the desk. “So will you help us or what?”

Redding glared at him. “I’ll have to speak with my news director. Run it through the proper channels…”

“Do whatever you need to do, but do it fast,” Richards said.

“I’ll be in touch as soon as I can,” Redding said, reaching out to close the channel.

“Wait,” Richards said. “Why didn’t you beg to go along with us?”

Redding narrowed her eyes. “Because I’m not crazy. Why?”

Richards shrugged. “Just seemed like something you’d do.”

“Talk to you soon,” Redding said drily and disappeared from the screen.

“Well, that’s one task…half done,” Baxter muttered, scrubbing a hand over his face.

“Don’t worry. Joan pulls a lot of weight with AWN. They’ll do it.”

“You really think this will work?”

“We’re appealing to his ego,” Richards said. “I don’t know any better way to get at Ficker, do you?”

“You’ve got a point. Could I ask you why you’re suddenly with me on this?”

Richards looked thoughtful. “Do I need a reason other than that it’s Ficker?”

Baxter thought about it. “Nope.”

“Tilleran to Baxter. We’ve recovered Cadet Piper, sir. He’s in Transporter Room Two.”

“Have him taken to Sickbay. I want Doctor Wilcox to do a full workup. I’ll meet him there. Baxter out.” He looked at Richards. “Go back to the bridge. Wait for Joan’s call. Get this done, Chris.”

Richards watched Baxter head for the door. “Captain…”

Baxter turned. “What?”

“You’ve, um…you’ve never seemed so…Starfleet before.”

“Yeah. Thanks,” Baxter said and ducked out of Richards’s office.



Baxter ran into Cadets Sparks and Mathers on the way to Sickbay.

“Can we see him, Captain?” Sparks asked.

“Sure,” Baxter said. “Just wait outside for now. Holly needs to check him out. And I want to talk to him.”

Sparks nodded. “Any idea where Ficker is?”

“We’ll know soon enough,” Baxter said, stepping into Sickbay, where Piper sat on the center bed, as Doctor Holly Wilcox ran a medical tricorder over him. “What do you know, Doctor?”

Wilcox shrugged. “He’s fine. A little oxygen deprived, but we made short work of that. His pupil, respiratory and adrenal responses are a bit higher than normal, but that’s understandable considering he’s been through some turmoil.”

“I’m fine,” Piper said flatly, looking at Baxter. “I want to get him.”

“Me too,” Baxter said. “But first things first. Let’s get you some rest and something to eat.”

“I don’t want to eat,” Piper said, his eyes widening. “We have to act now, Captain…he’s going to do something…I don’t know what but…but when that Vulcan touched my mind, I felt something.”

Baxter patted Piper on the shoulder. “Relax, Cadet. We’ll get to the bottom of it. Explorer’s on the case, so you know…there’s at least a fifty-percent chance of success.”

Piper chuckled. “I’m sorry, Captain.”

“For what?”

“For going aboard the Idlewild in the first place.”

Baxter harrumphed. “I heard it from Sparks. You were trying to infiltrate the Idlewild, report back on what Ficker was up to.”

“The way you talked about him, the way you made him seem, and from what I saw myself, it seemed like somebody had to. I wanted to know…”

“Shh,” Baxter said, patting Piper on the back. “Doctor Wilcox is going to give you something to help you rest. Then you can grab something at Space Tastes. You’ve got some friends aboard who’re pretty concerned about you.” Baxter nodded at Wilcox, who pressed a hypospray into Piper’s arm. He laid back, looking at Baxter.

“Don’t trust him. Don’t trust anything he says or does. He wants to destroy…he wants to destroy Star…”

Holly watched him drift off, then glanced back at Baxter. “For all our sakes, I sure hope he was going to say ‘he wants to destroy Star Burger.’”



Peterman looked up woozily from the couch in Browning’s cabin. “How long have we been here?”

“Fifteen minutes,” Browning said, sitting in the nearby chair and staring at her shoes. “Or, like five years. I’m not sure.”

Peterman immediately snapped out of her syntheholic stupor. “I’ve got to get to the bridge. I need to know what’s going on.”

“I’m sure Andy will tell you when he…”

“Mom, mom!” Plato called out, exploding into Browning’s quarters. “I just heard we had a run-in with Ficker and he left Cadet Piper on a moon, and then he left before we could shoot him and now Piper’s back and we should open up Space Tastes because he’s going to want something to eat and I wanna go there too cause I’m afraid Sparks may have a thing for him or something…”

Browning and Peterman looked at each other as Plato gasped to catch his breath.

“Or you could just wait for my young son to give you the update.”

Both women had already cleared themselves of the synthehol’s effects and headed for the door.

“Peterman to Baxter,” she called out as she headed into the corridor, followed by Browning and Plato.

“Baxter here.”

“Weren’t you supposed to get me if, you know…something happened?”

“Everything’s moving quickly. We’re still working out some things.”

“What things? What are we doing?”

“We’re making dinner,” Plato said, tugging on Browning’s arm.

“Yes, and we’re going to drive a phaser rifle up Ficker’s ass.” Baxter paused. “Oops. Plato’s listening isn’t he?”

Plato chuckled. “Yeah, Uncle Andy.”

Baxter sighed. “Go down to Space Tastes with Browning and Plato. Talk to Piper. See if you can figure out if he’s…you know, okay. Apparently he’s had a Vulcan mind meld.”

“That’s silly, Andy,” Peterman said. “Vulcans don’t give mind melds with intent to do harm, or for material gain. Ficker couldn’t possibly have…”

“He does. Just look at the kid and tell me if he’s all right.”

“Will do,” Peterman sighed. “And whenever you can spare Commander Tilleran, I’d like her to consult. She might be able to…derive things…that I can’t.”

“She’s going to be pretty busy here in the next couple hours, but I’ll do what I can. Baxter out.”

“Love you too!” Peterman called out, as she, Browning, and Plato ducked into the mall.



“She did it!” Richards said, stepping out onto the bridge. “The closest AWN affiliate is going to dispatch a ship on autopilot to the Renada system.”

“Great,” Baxter said. “So how do we convince him we’re, um, not us? Holofilter?”

“No,” Richards said. “They might detect that. I’m afraid this one has to be au naturale. I’ve already talked to Holly about it. Apparently she’s worked up a great moustache for me. And higher cheekbones!”

“Sounds like you’ve covered all your bases,” Baxter muttered.

“By the way, Joan wanted to make it clear that she still can’t stand us.”

“We’ll see if that’s true when she’s polishing her brand new Cokie. Or whatever.”

Richards nodded. “Yeah. I guess I really pissed her off.”

“You have a way with women, Chris,” Baxter muttered and turned to Tilleran. “Commander, any word from Tantalus?”

Tilleran looked up from her panel. “Yes, sir. Tantalus reports every patient is accounted for.”

Richards rubbed his chin. “Then who did they take?”

“One of the visitors? The janitor?” Baxter shrugged. “I don’t know. And we don’t have the time to find out. Odds are, we’re not going to like the answer either way.” He turned to the helm. “Susan, lay in a course for the Renada system. Maximum warp.”



“Hungry?” Counselor Peterman asked as Browning whisked out a tray of sandwiches, french fries, and a pile of assorted fruit.

Ethan Piper sat across from Peterman at the table, nodding eagerly and grabbing a Reuben sandwich. “Yeah. I didn’t have much of an appetite on the Idlewild. Of course that’s probably because these two guys in the crew mess were always messing with me.”

Sparks was sitting beside him. “So you were the outcast on a ship of outcasts? Ethan, even for you…”

“Hey, I survived. Give me credit for that,” Piper said between bites.

“So how do you guys know each other?” Plato blurted, perched on the edge of his seat beside Sparks.

Piper looked at Sparks. “Oh, we were fast friends, pretty much from the first day at the Academy. Me, Nat, and Colby.”

Mathers smiled. “You’re not going to eat all these sandwiches, right buddy?”

Browning grabbed a turkey club and handed it to Mathers, then joined the group at the table. “I knew there was a reason I liked this one.”

“Doctor Wilcox says that you’re in excellent condition, all things considered,” Peterman said, folding her hands on top of the table as Piper ate.

“But you’re not convinced,” Piper said, looking up from a handful of fries. “Blue collar. Are you a science officer or something?”

“She’s the ship’s counselor,” Sparks said, nudging Piper. “So no smartaleck answers.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Piper said. His eyes darkened. “Having that Vulcan in my mind. It was…creepy’s probably the best word. Just knowing another mind’s in there with yours, manipulating things…you wonder how much control he had. How much he could have changed…”

Peterman thought about that. Piper’s words resonted with her deeply, for a reason she couldn’t quite put her finger on. “Yes. I suppose it is traumatic, having another person in your mind. Do you know if Shank planted any sort of…suggestions?”

Piper shrugged. “I suppose if he did, he’d bury it so deep I wouldn’t know about it.”

“Yes, I suppose he would.”

“You think he’s some kind of…” Browning began slowly. “What do you call them?”

“Sleeper agent,” Plato said quickly. “Maybe he’s a sleeper agent!”

“He’s not a sleeper,” Sparks sighed, patting Piper on the back. “Are you, Ethan?”

Piper looked at her. “Well, if I was, I wouldn’t know it, now would I?”

Then the two of them chuckled uproariously.

“I’m glad someone thinks this is funny,” Plato moaned, looking to Browning.

“We have plenty to talk about, son,” Browning said with a small smile.

“Well,” Peterman said. “We’ll just need to do some investigating. We’ll bring in Lieutenant Commander Tilleran. I assure you, her probes won’t be nearly as invasive as Mister Shank’s. She’s quite…harmless.”

Piper’s eyes widened. “Harmless? Isn’t she the one who put Ficker in a coma?”

Peterman cocked her head. “Coma? Oh. Right, now that you mention it. Funny…I almost forgot…”

“Yeah, he wasn’t pleased with her, to say the least.”

“You don’t say.”

Suddenly the air rippled next to Piper, and a Jem’Hadar soldier appeared.

“AHHHH!” Piper cried, sliding back in his chair, dropping his Philly cheesesteak.

“Oh, relax,” Sparks said, patting the Jem’Hadar on the belly. “That’s just Chaka’kan. He’s our friend.”

“Friend?”

Chaka glared at Sparks. “What have I told you about rubbing my abdomen, Cadet?”

“Sorry,” Sparks said sheepishly.

“Yes, Ethan,” Peterman said, nodding at the Jem’Hadar. “Chaka’kan came aboard three years ago as a special attache from the Dominion. He’s a member of an experimental group of ‘nice’ Jem’Hadar.”

“Now I have heard everything,” Piper said, shaking his head.

“I am relieved you are well,” Chaka said. “I merely came to see if you were all right, or if my services were needed.”

“I appreciate it, Chaka,” Peterman said. “But what did I tell you about sneaking up on people with your shroud?”

“Never to do it.”

She nodded. “Would you like something to eat?”

“Perhaps a white refill?”

“I’ve got some in the back,” Browning said, hooking her arm around Chaka’s and escorting him to the back of the restaurant. “I’m glad you’re here. I’ve got some Changeling questions for you.”

“Ahh, child-rearing questions about your son.”

“No. More like getting one of them to like me.”

“As you wish.”

“Not the same one, obviously…”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We’ve entered the Renada system and rendez- voused with the unmanned courier ship AWN-12, which will be instrumental in our plan to infiltrate Alvin Ficker’s ship and do many a harmful thing to him. It’s an idea just dumb enough to work. But it definitely is dumb.



“I don’t suppose I can talk you out of this,” Peterman said, walking with Baxter, who had changed into a blue and beige off-duty outfit.

“Nope. This isn’t exactly the kind of thing you send someone else to do,” Baxter said.

“Fear not, woman. He’s brought more than enough protection,” J’hana said, also in casual wear…in this case, a spiked, stilletoed leather thing that Richards couldn’t take his eyes off. “My two boys will not be harassed in the slightest, except by me.”

“I don’t know about anyone else, but I feel better already,” Richards said, rounding out the group, resplendent in sportcoat and turtleneck. “I’ve got to be the one to play the reporter.”

Browning picked up step next to him. “I think they screwed up your mustache.”

“It’s exactly like it’s supposed to be,” Richards said. “Bushy.”

“Your cheekbones look good. And the chin. It’s distinguished.” Baxter tried not to laugh.

“Yeah, I only hope they can figure out a way to get the dimple out.”

“It’s not too late to bring more people,” Peterman said. “You know, like ten?”

“I want this to be a small group. Easier to manage.” Baxter looked to Richards. “Besides, we have a…backup plan of sorts.”

“That’s a relief,” Peterman muttered, even though it really wasn’t.

As they approached the shuttlebay door, there was an audible THUD as something hit the deck. The door opened to reveal the AWN- 12, with shuttle crew scurrying around it; however, it was currently upside-down.

“Oops,” Ensign Aronitz said, looking up from the tractor beam console. “Must’ve pushed the wrong button.”

“Please turn the ship over,” Richards said, sliding a hand over his face.

“Don’t give me that look, honey,” Baxter said. “I can feel your look.”

“Can you feel mine?” Browning said. She looked to J’hana. “Bring them home safe, Commander.”

“I’d have it no other way,” J’hana said. “And if we don’t make it back, may I say I will miss our awkward breakfasts in your restaurant.”

“Um…thanks.”



Sparks sat at a table in the Constellation Club, with Piper, Plato, and Mathers, watching the windows that looked out over the aft section of the Explorer. “We should be going.”

“I know,” Piper said. “Believe me, I’m in no hurry to get back there, but I’d much rather be going with the captain than sitting here on my hands waiting.”

“It could be dangerous,” Plato said, nudging Sparks.

“We’re in Starfleet, Plato,” Piper said. “A great man once said…‘risk is our business.’”

“Maybe,” Plato said.

Sparks put a hand over Plato’s and smiled. “Don’t worry. I’m not at the point where they’d trust me to go on any dangerous missions yet.”

“That’s a relief,” Plato said.

“You’re not kidding,” said Mathers.

“Well, there’s one thing I learned while I was on the Idlewild,” Piper said, watching out the windows as the small, bug-shaped AWN courier glided out of the shuttle bay, banked up and over the port warp nacelle, and shot off into warp. “If you’re not willing to change, then there’ll always be people out there who will try to change you.”

“I change all the time,” Plato smiled, and squeezed Sparks hand. “You…want to go to the Arboretum, Nat?”

“No,” Sparks said, looking out into space. “Let’s stay here a while longer…”



“Come,” Counselor Peterman said, looking up from her desk.

Tilleran stood in the doorway. “You wanted to see me, Counselor?”

“Yes,” Peterman said. “This’ll just take a moment. I wanted you to know, I’ve spoken with Cadet Piper. He definitely seems the victim of an invasive mind meld.”

“Rare,” Tilleran said, and slowly stepped toward Peterman’s desk, taking a seat in the opposite chair. “But it has been known to happen. I’d like to spend some time with him in the lab, once all this has blown over.”

“I’d rather you did it sooner than later,” Peterman said, looking up at Tilleran. “Before this mission is over. What he knows may be of use to Andy and the others. We have to know what he knows.”

“If you’re suggesting what I think you are…”

“That you read his mind?” Peterman asked. “You’ve done it before. Countless times. You do it all the time, don’t you?”

“Well, when the need arises…”

“Sometimes when the need doesn’t arise,” Peterman said. “And I think this is certainly a time of need, don’t you?”

“He’s been through an invasive mind-meld. He’s bound to be somewhat untrusting of telepaths.”

Peterman looked long and hard at Tilleran. “Yes, Commander, but what does he have to fear from you?”

“Nothing, of course, but…”

“After all, you’re a trusted…” She turned in her chair. “You’re a trusted…”

She heard Tilleran’s voice, whispering in her mind. “Forget…forget…”

Tilleran glanced at Peterman. “Are you all right, Counselor?”

Peterman turned slowly toward Tilleran, her eyes widening in shock. “No. No I’m not. And neither are you…”



“I hope this works,” Baxter said, sitting in the aft compartment of the AWN-12, surrounded by holocameras, padds, a multitude of viewscreens displaying news feeds from across the quadrant, and a worktable with holovision equipment he couldn’t begin to identify scattered about.

“It will work. Commander Richards is always underestimated. He is a substantial man.”

“Let’s not get into that, shall we,” Baxter said distractedly, drumming his fingers on the work bench.

“I’m eager to witness this event,” J’hana said. “You’re about to face your nemesis in a battle royale.”

“I haven’t thought about it like that.”

“Sure you have. Just because you’re cowardly and soft doesn’t mean you don’t have a touch of the warrior in you somewhere.”

Baxter blanched. “Somewhere, I guess. But I’m sure Chris’s touched the warrior many more times.”

“Oh, you have no idea.”



“…which is why I want to interview YOU, buddy!” Richards said with a wink, hoping his wig of flat, parted hair was on straight.

Captain Ficker sat in his command chair on the small viewscreen in the AWN-12’s cockpit. “Well, AWN confirms your credentials. You are who you say you are…Buckminster Gatherington,” Ficker said. “But I have a question. Why not simply interview me over subspace?”

Richards fumbled for words. “Obviously…because we want to capture your greatness on holovision for all to see.”

“And you want to see the layout of my ship. My plans to prove to Starfleet that the castoffs and rejects aboard the Idlewild have a rightful place in their upper echelons…”

“Yes, yes, all that,” Richards said, growing nauseous just from hearing the man talk. “I’ve convinced AWN to broadcast a live subspace feed of our interview for both quadrants to see. You’ll get a chance to make your case against Starfleet in a very compelling way. Unedited, unrehearsed. Just raw, emotional, one hundred percent Ficker!”

“I like what I’m hearing,” Ficker said. A goateed person next to him leaned over and whispered. “What? Oh, I suppose they could be tricking us in some way. But if they are, we’ll just push them out an airlock.” He looked up. “Easy enough, right, Gatherington?”

Richards gulped. “Right.”

“Here are our coordinates. When you arrive there, we’ll decloak and bring your ship aboard. But know I’ll have security with me. So if you try anything…”

“I just want the news, Captain,” Richards said. “We’ll see you shortly. Stay classy.”

“You too!” Ficker said with a smile.



Richards groaned as he ducked into the aft compartment, yanking his moustache off. “That was rough. Talking to Ficker and not looking like I hate him was just about more than I can bear.”

“But you did it, right?” Baxter said, leaning against the aft bulkhead.

“Yes. His ego won out over his common sense, just like we thought it would. We’ll rendez-vous with them in about an hour.”

“Any questions?” Baxter asked, looking from Richards to Baxter.

“Just a request. Never wear that hair thing again,” J’hana said, shooting a glare at Richards, who quickly pulled it off.



“I knew it was only a matter of time,” Ficker said. “I knew if I gave the paparazzi the time to get to know me from afar, they’d want an up-close interview.”

“I reiterate: This is not a good idea,” Roland Worthy said, walking up next to Ficker, Lt. Prouse at his side.

“I think we can take one small news ship,” Ficker said, ducking into the shuttle bay. “Besides, you worry too much.”

They approached the small AWN-12 as it set down in the shuttlebay, its thrusters hissing.

“Scan the interior,” Worthy said to the ensign at the shuttlebay controls.

“Nothing,” the ensign said, looking up.

“Nothing harmful?” Ficker asked.

“No. Nothing. Nobody aboard!”

Ficker and Worthy looked at each other. “Intruder alert!” Ficker called out, and dashed for the door to the shuttlebay.



“Great transporter work, buddy,” Baxter growled as he shimmied through the Jefferies tube on one of Idlewild’s lower decks. “You nearly put me through the bulkhead that time.”

“It’s a confined space! And I haven’t beamed in a long time!”

“We beamed just this morning,” J’hana said gutterally. “Twice.”

“I’m already regretting this away team,” Baxter muttered. “How much farther, J’hana?”

“Another nine meters,” J’hana said. “Again, I’m not sure what this is. But a large portion of the ship’s power has been diverted to there recently.”

“It’s not a bad place to start,” Richards said. “We might find out what Ficker is up to a lot sooner than expected.”

“Or they could have a crewmember with a big pizza oven too,” Baxter pointed out.

“We’re here…” J’hana said, pointing toward the ladder that led down to the deck below.

The group shimmied down the ladder and squatted near the hatch.

“No lifesigns in the room,” J’hana said, looking up from her tricorder.

Baxter nodded at Richards, who tapped on the panel next to the hatch, which quickly slid open.

Everyone slid out and climbed to their feet. J’hana checked her tricorder and looked around the dim room, which was filled with glowing orbs, massive computer panels, and a handful of biobeds.

“It appears to be some sort of laboratory,” J’hana said. “But I’m not familiar with the configuration.”

“Biobeds,” Richards said. “So if it is a lab, they’re studying people.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “But why?”

The door to the room hissed open.

“Why indeed,” Captain Ficker said, stepping into the room. “Computer. Lights.”

Baxter, J’hana, and Richards grabbed for their sidearms, but a female security officer waved them off with her phaser rifle.

J’hana was poised to attack though, and kept walking toward Ficker and his security officer.

Another officer stepped up behind Ficker. Richards recognized him as the goateed man from his subspace conversation with Ficker. Likely the first officer.

Behind him, a Vulcan stepped up, and Baxter was certain that it was the same Vulcan who invaded Piper’s mind.

“Now isn’t this a surprise,” Ficker said. “You’re persistent, Baxter. I’ll give you credit for that much.”

“This was a very bad idea, wasn’t it?” Richards asked, glancing back at Baxter.

“I’m starting to get that feeling, yes,” Baxter said.

“Don’t worry,” Ficker said. “We mean you no harm. We’re all Starfleet officers, after all. And we’ve been through so much together.” Ficker stepped up to J’hana, who was coiled, ready to strike. “Why, it seems like only yesterday I was trying to help you mend your relationship with that Betazoid. That pesky Betazoid who put me into a catatonic state for weeks. The last I can do, I suppose, is return the favor. Mister Shank…”

The Vulcan reached out for J’hana quickly with both hands, like a snake striking. J”hana lashed back at him, but too quickly his hands were on her face, pressing into her cheeks. His eyes met hers. “Sleep,” he said simply, and the Andorian collapsed, limp, to the floor.

Ficker stepped over the insensate security officer and approached Baxter and Richards.

“J’hana!” Richards cried out, leaping at Ficker.

Ficker just yawned and inclined his head toward Richards.

The Idlewild security officer fired her phaser rifle, sending Richards reeling backwards to the deck.

Baxter stood there as Ficker approached, fists balled, jaw working back and forth.

“You want to throw yourself on your sword as well, Captain? I’ll do nothing to stop you…”

Baxter’s words came out slow. “What did you do to J’hana.”

“Give a little, take a little,” Ficker said. “And since the Betazoid isn’t here, I did her one better, don’t you think?”

“What are you planning?”

Ficker considered the question, strolling around Baxter, hands clasped behind his back. “You don’t think I’ll just tell you, do you? Wouldn’t that spoil the surprise?”

Baxter clenched his teeth. “I. Don’t. Want. To. Be. Surprised.”

“Well then you really are no fun.” Ficker shrugged. “Fair enough. C’mon in, Doctor. Time for a family reunion.”

Baxter gaped as Doctor Maura Drake stepped into the lab, a broad smile spreading across her face.

“I’ve had time to think about what I did, Captain Baxter, so don’t worry. I’m quite sane this time around.”

Ficker nodded. “She’s not trying to create a god anymore.”

“Yes, I admit, that was overkill,” Drake said, stepping up to join Ficker next to Baxter. “So instead, we’ve come to a compromise, Captain Ficker and I.”

“You’re both out of your minds,” Baxter said, his voice shaking.

Ficker nodded, seemingly oblivious that Baxter was even talking. “I’m going to help her get the notoriety she so richly deserves, and she’s going to perfect my officers. Give them ability they’ve never dreamed of. But they don’t need to be gods, of course….”

Drake shook her head. “No. They only need to be good enough to beat everybody else.”

“And we will be,” Ficker said, with a slow smile.



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



NEXT:



Baxter captured… J’hana and Richards incapacitated… Ficker and Drake in cahoots… Tilleran’s addiction revealed… And the Explorer on her way to a final confrontation.



All of this and more, including the meaning of the word “cahoot,” in the final go-round of Star Traks: The Vexed Generation.
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Wildcards, Part Two



“It is not the strongest of the species that survive, nor the most intelligent, but the ones most responsive to change.”



Charles Darwin



“Poker night. Who came up with this idea, anyway?” Ensign Adam Keefler asked as he looked around the table at the other Starfleet security officers.

“Someone who couldn’t wait to part with his latinum, my guess,” said Ensign Len Albright, tossing his cards down. “I fold, again.”

“You’re just a poor loser,” Ensign Gordon Taft said.

“You’re both losers,” Keefler said, tossing down his cards. “Flush.” His confident smile faded as the hulking purple mass of tentacles sitting across from him slapped down a clump of cards, stuck together by purplish goo.

Albright looked over uneasily. “Straight flush. Nice job, Unlathi.”

The massive Velvattian ruffled their tentacles, then reached out with four of them to slide stacks of chips over to their side of the table. They slapped their tentacles down on the table to indicate someone should deal the next round.

“You know, it’s getting awfully late…” Keefler said, shifting out of his chair.

Suddenly the comm chirped. “Peterman to Unlathi. I need you in my office immediately.”

“Counselor,” Keefler broke in. “Lieutenant Unlathi is off duty right now. Ensign Feckman is the officer on duty up on the bridge.”

“I need Unlathi, Ensign. Now that was an order, and right now I’m the senior officer aboard. So how about you tell your tentacled friend to get down to my office right away.”

The gooey security officer rumbled and shoved out of its seat. It didn’t so much turn around, as its neck turned and its body stayed facing the same direction. It then slithered to the door, ducking out.

The rest of the group sat staring at each other around the table.

“Well, I’m not cleaning up the slime trail again. I did it last time,” Keefler said. “Anybody want another drink while I’m up?”



“Is this really necessary?” Tilleran asked, sitting straight, hands folded on her lap on the fainting couch in Peterman’s office as the counselor stood on the other side of the room, pacing.

“I don’t know if it is or not, but I’m not taking any more chances.” She narrowed her eyes at Tilleran, trying desperately to rain in her emotions. “Not anymore, anyway. If I’m going to help you, I’ve got to first make sure that you won’t mess with my mind anymore. We’ll never make any progress if you just keep making me forget what we did.”

“As I said before, like five times, I’m sorry I did that.”

“You changed my memory. And the memory and behavior of countless other crewmembers, for weeks,” Peterman said. “How did you see this ending?”

“Like any criminal, I guess I knew I would get caught eventually.” Tilleran sighed. “I think part of me was hoping it would be sooner than later.”

“Well, that’s a good sign at least.” Peterman stared at the floor. “This is a hell of a time for the three ranking officers aboard to be gone.”

“Technically, I’m second officer,” Tilleran said.

“For the moment,” Peterman said icily.

Tilleran looked up in Peterman’s eyes, and could feel the mix of confusion, betrayal, and yes, there it was, outright loathing, that was wafting off the counselor. “What are you going to do with me?” she asked in a voice that sounded small, even though she didn’t want it to.

“I don’t know,” Peterman said, shaking her head. “I need time to collect my thoughts. Or I suppose you could just do it for me.”

“As I said, I’m sorry. I know what I’ve done is wrong.”

Peterman sank into the chair behind her desk, rapping her fingers on it. “We’re so far beyond sorry…” She steepled her fingers and put them to her lips. “Look, Ariel…I’m not insensitive to your problem. I realize you must be going through…a lot. It’s my job to help you. But I’ve got to figure out how to…”

“How to fix this?”

“No,” Peterman said. “That’s up to you. I was going to say ‘how to trust you.’”

“It’s not like I’ve stolen any secrets out of your mind…I mean when I scan people I only go so deep…”

“And I should choose now to begin believing you?” Peterman said as the door chime to her office bleeped. “Come.”

The doors slid open and Lt. Unlathi gushed in. Their telescopic eye surveyed the room and they burbled slightly.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Peterman said. “Commander Tilleran is relieved of duty. I’m taking command. Please take her to Deck Thirty- Four. Lock her in one of the unused cabins. Secure the deck. Nobody on or off without my clearance. Establish transporter and communication blackout. Do you understand?”

The Velvattian burbled again and slid a tentacle around Tilleran’s wrist, tugging her toward the door.

“Okay, okay, I’m going,” Tilleran said, and looked back at Peterman. “What’s this ab… well, of course. My abilities don’t work on Velvattians.”

“That’s right,” Peterman said. “And nobody’s stationed on Deck Thirty-Four.”

“Counselor,” Tilleran said, as Unlathi pulled her out the door. “I really am sorry.”

“I know,” Peterman said, letting out a deep breath as the doors closed.



Captain Andy Baxter stared at the security field in front of him. If he could have stared a hole through it, he would have.

He’d been in the brig for what seemed like hours. And the skinny, pointy-looking Ensign he’d come to know as Snodgrass was not much help. He just sat there, leaning against the desk opposite Baxter’s cell, staring back at him.

“You realize you’re on the wrong side of this thing, right?” Baxter said, breaking a long silence.

“The forcefield? Well, from your position I guess you’d say that, yeah,” Snodgrass replied.

“No. I mean the conflict between us and Ficker. You’re on the wrong side of it.”

“I’m going to be respected in the new order, Captain. That’s all I want. Can you give me that?”

“The people on my ship are respected,” Baxter said. “Well, sort of.”

“Your ship is a laughingstock. Along with those other pathetic ships of lost souls. Captain Ficker is setting out to make all those injustices right. I wish you could see it that way. This would all be so much easier then.”

“He’s really got you believing in him, doesn’t he?”

“We all want to be better people. What’s not to like about his plan?”

“Other than the fact it’s being carried out by a crazy scientist?”

“Doctor Drake is not crazy. Captain Ficker told us what happened with her and your ship. She was misunderstood for trying to create a more perfect human being.”

“She nearly got us killed by the Orions and Section Thirty One.” Baxter rose, striding toward the forcefield, his fists balling. “She..she ruined the life of someone very close to me.”

The doors to the brig slid open and Captain Ficker strolled in, hands behind his back. “Ahh, you’re speaking of the good Captain Kimmel, of course.”

“Don’t bring up her name,” Baxter said. “Or if you’re going to start telling stories, why not tell Mister Snodgrass how you kidnaped Anna for the Orions so they could experiment on her.”

“I was trying to get her the help she so desperately needed,” Ficker said. “You just got in the way of that. How is she doing now, anyway?”

“I’m sure you know she went away,” Baxter said, his voice cracking. “And nobody knows where she is.”

“Pity. You two were always so close.”

“Shut up, Ficker.”

“Maura told me all about it. It’s sweet, actually, that you think of her like a sister.”

“She IS my sister.”

“I guess if you call a genetically engineered science experiment a person…one might consider something like that a sister.”

Baxter turned around, trying to reign in his anger. He couldn’t let Ficker see that he was getting to him.

“Where’s Drake?” he barked.

“Belowdecks, getting ready to begin her experiments.”

“I don’t suppose it matters how you and Drake got together,” Baxter said, mostly to himself.

“Not particularly,” Ficker said. “But suffice it to say, I liberated that misunderstood soul from Tantalus.”

“Boy, someone needs to have a talk with them about their security measures.”

“You’re telling me. At any rate, they really didn’t appreciate her genius.”

“Was it genius to turn godlike and try to destroy the Universe?”

Ficker waved his hand dismissively. “We all make mistakes.” He took a breath. “At any rate, Doctor Drake is belowdecks preparing her experiments now. I must say, she’s got a real sense of renewed vigor.”

“It’s called being crazy.”

“Some thought Anna Kimmel was crazy. Turns out she was just misunderstood, so like us all.”

“Stop talking about her.”

“It must hurt you so, Captain, for her to be gone. The sister you never had. How sad.” Ficker stroked his chin.

“Ficker, I’m telling you, get out of here, or so help me I’ll walk right through this field and strangle the life right out of you.” So much for reigning in his anger.

“Don’t be so melodramatic,” Ficker said, waving a hand. “You’ll do no such thing. You’ll do exactly as instructed if you ever want to get off this ship and get back aboard your precious Explorer. And to think, you’d never be in this situation if you hadn’t hatched such a stupid plan. What did you think you’d accomplish coming aboard anyway? You’d figure out my dastardly scheme and then…just overpower me? What was the endgame here?”

“I’m not giving you anything. Bring that Vulcan in if you want, but better be careful when you let that field down. I’m feeling saucy today.”

“That’s a shame. Because I’ve got your security chief and first officer in Sickbay. One of them has a nasty phaser wound, the other is in a Vulcan-induced fugue state. The holographic physician is doing his best for them, but you know computers…they’re unpredictable.”

Baxter turned around, stepped toward the field. “You’ve gone off the deep end, Ficker. You were always crazy, always greedy for attention, for success, acceptance, corrective vision surgery, whatever else…but you were never murderous. You didn’t hurt people, not knowingly. What changed?”

“I got close to my goal, Baxter,” Ficker said. “You’ll find that focuses you - if you ever get close to a goal, that is.” He chuckled. “Don’t fear, nothing unpleasant will happen to your people, other than what’s already transpired, if you do exactly as I say.”

“What,” Baxter spat.

“Just a few items I need. The Idlewild wasn’t built as a science ship. And components from other vessels won’t work. Maura needs certain items to finish her laboratory, and the only place we can get them from is a Starfleet vessel. Exploratory or science class will do. Know any ships that match that description?”

“You’re not getting anywhere near the Explorer.”

“Now, that’s where you’re wrong.” Ficker walked toward the door. “Stew on it a bit, anyway. We’ve got some time.”

Baxter grinded his teeth as he watched Ficker walk out. “No you don’t.”



“Anything of worth?” Lt. Prouse asked, leaning against the hatch of the AWN-12 as Mercer and Smoot, two of her officers who at least knew how to fire weapons, dug through the small news vessel’s contents.

Prouse had her doubts about some of the Idlewild crew, and tended not to trust many of them for security detail. Many were insecure, jumpy. The ones who were trained for tactical duty usually had to be reassigned, as they had become somewhat…trigger-happy. Or else afraid of violence altogether.

Mercer and Smoot, though, were two of her best.

Prouse yawned and stretched, popping her back as she leaned backwards. “We’ll need to wrap this up shortly and get a report to Captain Ficker, so…”

That’s when a slight shimmering sound could be heard within the craft, and then the high-pitched screams of Mercer and Smoot.

Prouse slung her phaser rifle up on its strap over her shoulder and aimed, stepping toward the AWN-12 as it rocked, and Mercer and Smoot’s catcalls quite suddenly stopped.

A grey being in a black suit emerged, leaping at her and knocking her off her feet before she knew what hit her. Her phaser rifle clattered across the shuttlebay floor.

She leaned up just as she saw the grey, spiny humanoid hustle toward the door, then turn around, facing her. “I’m sorry, ma’am. Are you injured?”

She stared back at the Jem’Hadar blankly. “I…guess I’m all right.”

“Glad to hear it. Sorry about the two in the shuttle…they left me no choice. I really hope they’re okay. Have a great day!” Then he turned to the door and shrouded himself again.

Prouse sprung to her feet, slapping her combadge. “Prouse to all hands: Security Alert! Jem’Hadar soldier on board. Armed and extremely dangerous.”

She ran over, grabbed her rifle, and dashed for the door. Where the hell did he come from? And more importantly…

Have a great day?



“Come in, AWN-12. I repeat, this is U.S.S. Explorer, calling AWN-12 on secure channel Bravo Discovery Sundance Two Six Seven. Come in.”

Counselor Peterman rocked on her feet in the center of the bridge, arms folded, as Keefler tried for the third time to contact the transport.

“Well?” she asked, glancing back at tactical.

Keefler shook his head. “Nothing, Counselor.”

“Keep trying.”

“Aren’t they going to let us know when they’re done?” Lt. Madera asked, turning in her chair at the helm.

Peterman walked back to the command chair. “They won’t be able to tell us anything if they got captured.”

“You think they’re…d…dead?” Lt. Sefelt asked, trembling in his chair.

“Let’s not speculate,” Peterman said in even tones. “We need to just sit tight and wait until Andy contacts us.”

“Where’s Lt. Commander Tilleran?” Keefler asked. “Isn’t she supposed to be in command?”

“She’s otherwise occupied, Ensign. Just keep on that secure channel, please.”

The turbolift doors in the back of the bridge hissed open, and Lt. Commander Hartley sprung out, wearing just her tanktop and slacks, having obviously been up late working on the engines. “Could somebody tell me what the hell is going on? Ensign Stuart just told me he saw Lieutenant Unlathi dragging Tilleran into a room on Deck Thirty-Four. I can’t get through to her or Unlathi, and I can’t even get on the deck. My clearance isn’t working.”

“Let’s go to the ready room,” Peterman said, stepping up to the quarterdeck.

“I tried to take a fifteen minute nap in my office, and in that time, has this whole place turned upside down?” Hartley asked, following Peterman into the ready room.

“Calm down,” Peterman said, as the doors closed. She sat down on Baxter’s couch. Something just felt…wrong…about getting behind his desk. “Sit down.”

Hartley paced. “I’d rather not. What the hell is going on? And have we heard from the captain yet?”

“We haven’t heard from the captain and…” Peterman took a deep breath. “And this may surprise you, but Lieutenant Commander Tilleran has become…addicted…to her powers. She’s been using them on people against their will for weeks now. She blanked my memory. She made Howie confident, then took his confidence away, then made him forget how he got his confidence to begin with. And don’t get me started on what she’s done to the wait staff in Ship’s Shoppes…”

Hartley’s mouth opened and closed. “I…I don’t know…I don’t believe it. Tilleran’s always been so….steady. I mean, I’ve heard about this happening to Betazoids. But not her. You’ve got to let me talk to her.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Peterman said. “I need to figure out a treatment plan, then get her the help she needs.”

Hartley stared at her. “She…blanked your memory?”

“Certain parts of it. Only after a period of time did it start coming back. A few things jogged it, and it all came together. But once I confronted her, she admitted to it. She needs help.”

“Yes. Help,” Hartley said, turning to face the window. “Not being locked up like a prisoner.”

“She is a prisoner for the moment. She’s under arrest for insubordination, assaulting a fellow officer…these are serious charges.”

“But you said so yourself - she needs help!”

“And she’ll get it, whether she’s part of the Explorer crew or not.”

“You’re nuts.”

“Don’t tell a counselor that,” Peterman said, not unkindly. “I know you two are friends. Believe me. And I’m sure J’hana won’t be too happy with me either. But you have to trust I know what’s best for Commander Tilleran.”

“Funny enough, I don’t,” Hartley said. “This is bull shit. This is not the way you treat a member of your family. And that’s what she is. We all are, like it or not.”

“Commander Hartley, if you try to interfere with Commander Tilleran’s treatment in any way, I’ll relieve you of duty as well.”

“Nah. I won’t interfere,” Hartley said. “Wouldn’t dream of it.” She turned and walked out of the ready room.

“Great.” Peterman stood up and walked over to Baxter’s desk, leaning against it. “Just great.”



Baxter looked up from his pacing as he watched the lights in the brig go from bright white to flashing red.

Moments later, Ficker burst in, phaser in hand. “Okay, Captain. Time to call off your Jem’Hadar.”

“My what?” Baxter asked blankly.

“We know you’ve unleashed your pet Jem’Hadar on my ship, and I want you to stand him down immediately.”

“I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about,” Baxter said. “Is a Jem’Hadar one of those species from the Gamma Quadrant? Are they the ones who change shape?”

Ficker stepped toward the security field. “I’ve got two officers in Sickbay thanks to your scaly friend. What’s his next stop? Is he coming here?”

Baxter considered the question. “Well, the funny thing about invisible people is, you’re never quite sure where they’ll go.”

“You’re jeopardizing everything, Andrew,” Ficker said, running a hand through his hair, lifting the phaser and pointing it at Baxter. “I can’t let you do that. Call him off.”

“Or you’ll shoot me? Will that stop him from doing a multitude of nasty things to your ship?”

Ficker’s finger trembled on the phaser’s firing control. “Better yet, call your Jem’Hadar off, or I’ll make sure your security officer never wakes up. I’ll let Richards live, though, so he can always blame you for her death.”

“You’re awfully familiar with the ongoing soap opera on my ship,” Baxter said.

“This ship used to belong to Section Thirty-One. It has above- average information gathering capabilities.”

“Can we discuss that over coffee? I’d be fascinated to hear more,” Baxter said.

“Call off the Jem’Hadar,” Ficker said in a low voice. “Or I’ll take drastic steps.”

“You won’t have time,” Baxter said. “Not by my count.”

Ficker looked at Baxter, and something clicked. “Damn it! Ficker to Engineering. Seal the engine room! Seal off all access to the warp core!”

Just then all the lights died, and Baxter watched with barely- restrained glee as the security field fell.

He took that moment to leap out of his cell, tackling Ficker to the ground.



“Please state the nature of the medical…”

“SHUT UP already,” Commander Richards moaned, twisting left and right on the biobed in Sickbay, looking past the thin, needle-nosed EMH Mark II and staring at the insensate Lt. Commander J’hana. “The medical emergency is her! You need to go find out what’s wrong with her!”

“Oh, that again,” the Doctor said, rolling his eyes. “She’s in a catatonic state caused by a Vulcan mind meld. She’s not going to wake up until the Vulcan who did that to her decides to reawaken her. Any attempt to use stimulants to wake her could have disastrous results. Still, if you’d like me to try…”

“God, even the hologram’s an asshole,” Richards muttered.

“Well, if that’s how you feel,” the Doctor said haughtily. “Then I’ll just deactivate and…”

Suddenly the hologram flickered and vanished, and the Sickbay lights went out. Moments later, the emergency lighting strips along the floorboards lit, and Richards found he was free of his biobed field.

Richards slid off the bed, wincing and grabbing his ribcage, which still hurt from the close-proximity phaser blast he took. He ambled over to J’hana’s biobed and shook her. “J’hana! Wake up! Everything’s working like it’s supposed to. Chaka got into Engineering. This is our chance to get out of here!”

She didn’t move. Richards sighed, and grabbed her, slinging the compactly-built Andorian over his shoulder and bolting for the door. J’hana was surprisingly light, for such a formidable fighter. He had to bust the wall panel and pump the hand crank, but he got the door open. Then he bolted out into the corridor.



“I’m not going to do it,” Doctor Holly Wilcox said, folding her arms as she stood outside her office in Sickbay. “It goes against every ethical guideline I’ve ever read. You just don’t do that to a Betazoid.”

“You do when she poses a danger to herself and her crew.”

“Are you sure that’s the case?”

Peterman rolled her eyes. “I wish for once someone would believe me!”

“It sounds like you’re the one in need of counseling,” Holly said. “Maybe you need to sit down…take a sedative…”

“No,” Peterman said. “If you won’t do it, I will. I’m authorized to distribute medications when necessary.”

“Do you really think this is necessary?”

Peterman reached for a hypospray. “Absolutely.”

“I’m lodging a formal complaint with Starfleet Medical,” Holly said, turning to her office.

“Well, get busy,” Peterman called over her shoulder as she headed out of Sickbay. “And remember - good sentence structure is the essence of persuasion.”



The emergency lights came on, and Baxter was on Ficker, crashing to the deck, rolling, grabbing a fistful of his hair and slamming his head to the deck.

“Get off him!” Snodgrass called out, leaping on Baxter, who quickly found himself in a two-man fight.

“Grab my phaser, you idiot!” Ficker cried out as Baxter slapped his glasses off his face, crawling after him toward the door.

Snodgrass scrabbled on the floor for the fallen phaser, lifting it and firing a shot that soared over Baxter’s head. Baxter turned, grabbed Ficker under his arms in a full nelson, lifting him off his feet in front of him, powered by pure adrenaline and rage. “Shoot, Snodgrass!” Baxter barked. “I’d love you too!”

“SHOOT HIM!” Ficker cried, screwing his eyes shut.

“I’ll hit you!”

“Yes. SHOOT!” Baxter called, and dragged Ficker toward the door.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Ficker asked, kicking with his feet.

“Bringing you along as insurance,” Baxter said, pulling Ficker down the corridor. “Now tell me where I’ll find my people!”

“You’ll find them dead if you keep this up!”



“Commander,” Peterman said from the doorway of the unoccupied quarters where Unlathi had deposited Tilleran.

Tilleran looked up from her place on the sofa. “Counselor. I’ve been trying to contact you - among others. I can’t get a channel out.”

“Does that surprise you?”

“Look, I know you’re upset…but let’s be reasonable.”

Peterman held up her hypo. “This is reasonable.”

“What’s that?”

“Sornapan,” Peterman said.

Tilleran’s mouth opened. “Sornapan…are you planning on…”

“Do you want me to help you?”

“Yes, but…”

Peterman sat down next to Tilleran. “I used to love ice cream. I mean, I was crazy about it. I ate three bowls a day for like, six months, when I was thirteen. Well, wouldn’t you know, I started to plump up. Now mind you, this was when daddy had me riding horses. So a chubby girl just wouldn’t do.”

Tilleran cocked her head. “I can read your mind, and even I can’t follow…”

“Know how I quit? We put all the ice cream out of the house. Cold turkey, as the old earth saying went.”

“I thought you were addicted to ice cream, not turkey…”

“It’s just a saying.” Peterman chewed her bottom lip. “Look, it’s a small dose. The effects will wear off in about a week, during which time we can talk about your problem, and help you to control these urges.”

“I…I don’t know.”

Peterman took Tilleran’s hand. “You’re going to have to trust me.”

“But you don’t trust me.”

“Yes. But you can read my mind. Am I lying? Am I planning on hurting you?”

Tilleran stared at her. “No…”

“I won’t give this to you without your consent,” Peterman said. “Say the word, and I’ll walk away, and you can go on using your powers. And I’ll recommend the captain put you off the ship at our next stop and bring you up on charges.”

Tilleran snatched the hypo out of Peterman’s hand. “Allow me.” She stared at it a moment, then plunged it into her arm.

“Good.” Peterman took a deep breath. “Now let’s talk.”

“Keefler to Peterman: We just got a blip on longrange. It’s definitely the Idlewild. Looks like her cloak failed….and there are some…things exploding aboard. Do you want me to…?”

“Intercept. Maximum warp. Go to Red Alert - and find out if there are any other Starfleet ships in the area.” Peterman stood up. “I’ll be right up.”

“You need me up there…” Tilleran said.

“You need to be down here,” Peterman said softly, and patted Tilleran on the shoulder. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

Tilleran watched Peterman walk out, and a numbness set in. Already, she had no idea what the counselor was thinking. She just had to trust.



On her way up to the bridge, Peterman ran into Plato, who was holding hands with Steffie, walking with her down the corridor.

She stopped in her tracks, momentarily taken aback. “Plato? Where are you and Steffie going?”

“We heard the call for General Quarters,” Plato said. “We were on the holodeck playing beach volleyball.”

“That’s sweet of you, playing with Steffie,” Peterman said.

“She was getting a little bored with Richard Simmons’ song and dance routine…literally,” Plato said. Simmons had taken lately to singing and dancing for Steffie rather than the usual toddlercise class. “She seems to like volleyball. She was having a ball. Also literally.” He laughed nervously.

“Well you’re doing the right thing. Get back to your quarters and lock the door. I’ll let you know when it’s okay to come out.”

Plato nodded. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing to worry about,” Peterman said. “Just a little…conflict negotiation. I really appreciate you taking care of Steffie.”

“She’s like a little sister to me. Of course I’ll look out for her,” Plato said with a grin.

“That’s my boy,” Peterman said, and leaned over, kissing Plato, then Steffie, on the forehead.

“Plato!” Janice Browning called from down the corridor. “Didn’t you hear the call for General Quarters?”

“Yeah. I was talking to Aunt Kelly…”

“Well get in the cabin. I’ve got brownies baking!”

“Okay, Mom,” Plato said, and walked with Steffie down toward Browning’s cabin.

Browning walked up to Peterman as Plato and Steffie ducked inside. “How deep are we this time, Kelly?”

Peterman held her hand well over her forehead. “About yay high.”

“Sheesh,” Browning said. “Anything I can do?”

“Watch our kids,” Peterman said breathlessly.

“Of course,” Browning said. “What about the away team?”

“We’re going to get them now.”

Browning nodded. “Good. Then…go…”

“Yeah.” Peterman said, and smiled weakly, turning to jog to the nearest turbolift.



Baxter and Ficker slammed each other from one side of the corridor to the other, until Baxter drop-kicked Ficker into the waiting turbolift, and shouldered inside. “Engine room!” he called out.

“Halt lift, override code Ficker Omega…OOMPH!” Ficker swallowed his words as Baxter’s fist collided with his face. He landed a foot in Baxter’s midsection, tossing him against the turbolift wall as it descended.

“You know what we’re doing, don’t you?” Baxter asked.

“I do now,” Ficker said, backing toward the other side of the lift, rubbing his jaw. “Your Jem’Hadar is taking out my engines.”

“Close, but not quite. It’s something in your engine room, though.”

Ficker’s eyes squinted, then widened. He really needed to get his glasses back. “The cloak.”

“You’ve been impossible to track all this time. If nothing else, that ends today.” He glanced at the ceiling, as if searching for something. “And if I’m not mistaken, Chaka’s mechanics job drew the Explorer’s attention, which means she’s on her way. And it’s finally a fair fight.”

Ficker ran at Baxter, grabbing him by the front of his uniform and shoving him to the ground, putting a foot on his chest. “We still outgun you.”

“Chaka’s not done with your engine room,” Baxter grunted, turning Ficker’s ankle and toppling him, pushing to his feet.

“You’re crazy, Baxter. Crazier than I am if you think you can stop us. You cannot stop progress. Can’t keep us from bettering ourselves!”

“THIS IS IN NO WAY BETTER!” Baxter shouted, and dragged Ficker up, forcing him against the turbolift wall as the door opened up, then hurled him bodily out into the engine room. Ficker slammed headfirst into the master systems display, then fell over, unconscious.

Baxter marched out into the dim room, watching the warp core thrum in front of him. “Chaka? You in here!”

Frighteningly, the Jem’Hadar materialized behind him. “Sir?”

“AHHHH!” Baxter shrieked, turning and putting his fists up.

“You’re a tad riled today, aren’t you, sir?” Chaka asked.

“Just a bit.”

“J’hana and Richards are here,” Chaka said. “They are in the engineer’s office. We tried to sabotage the engines and the shields, however they were protected behind subsystems even Commander Richards and I cannot penetrate. The cloak, however, was smashed nicely.”

“Small miracles.” Baxter took a moment to catch his breath. “Did you happen to see a Vulcan aboard? About my height? Wearing robes?”

Chaka nodded. “Ah, yes. We crossed paths in the corridor on my way down to engineering. I knocked him unconscious with a swivel kick to the forehead.”

“Damn,” Baxter said, and looked around. “We could really use him right now to help J’hana.”

“My apologies. If I’d realized…”

“Don’t worry about it. Are we secure?”

“Only for the moment. This ship’s security chief is skillful. She will break through the barriers I established on the upper decks soon.”

“Then we have to hurry. Have we sent out a message to the Explorer?”

“I smashed the cloaking device, then remotely exploded spare antimatter pods in the aft section. If they are anywhere nearby, they noticed. Otherwise, it appears the Idlewild crew has established a communications blackout, and I cannot get past the computer safeguards.”

“Don’t worry about it. You did good work, Chaka.” Baxter put a hand on the Jem’Hadar’s shoulder. “How are you holding up?”

“Surprisingly placid,” Chaka said, looking around. “I had first thought all this bloodshed would bring back unpleasant memories of my…misbehavior.”

“But…?”

“It felt quite natural…but restrained. I did not kill anyone.”

“See, I told you it wouldn’t be so bad,” Baxter said, heading for the engineer’s office.

“Still, all things considered, I would rather be gardening.”

“You’ll get back to your garden soon enough, buddy. Just keep an eye out. Let me know the first sign someone tries to get in, or if Ficker stirs…”



Peterman walked out onto the bridge. “How much time?”

“Thirty minutes, give or take,” Keefler said. “They actually weren’t that far away.”

“Madera, we’re going as fast as we can go?”

“Yeah. Hartley just realigned the engines so…”

“It’s about time we misaligned them again. Push them as hard as you can, Lieutenant.” Peterman walked toward the middle of the bridge.

“Counselor, some of the crew have asked about Lieutenant Commander Tilleran,” Keefler said.

“She’ll be fine. I’m working with her on…something. Meantime, call Cadet Sparks up here. Her services will be needed.”

“Is this the best time for a cadet to be on the bridge?” Keefler asked.

“She’s a damn good science officer. So do it, Ensign.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Peterman stared at the viewscreen. “I’m coming, Andy.”



Richards stood there, arms folded, as J’hana lay immobile on the engineer’s desk. Baxter stood in front of the door as it closed.

“Chris?”

“She’s breathing.” He held up a tricorder, then put it back on the desk. “All I could get my hands on is an engineering tricorder, but it was sensitive enough to tell me she’s breathing, heart functions are normal. She’s just not…thinking.”

“It’s a Vulcan thing. We can reverse it.”

“Only Shank can reverse it.”

“Well, we’ve got Ficker unconscious outside. And apparently Shank is likewise unconscious somewhere else on the ship. I could try to work out a prisoner trade…”

Richards didn’t look back at Baxter. “No way. He’s much more valuable than Shank. If we can get him back to the Explorer, we can force the Idlewild to stand down and get her crew the counseling they so badly need.”

“Kelly would have a field day,” Baxter mused. “But what about J’hana?”

“She’s tough. She’ll fight her way out of this. Besides, she’d never forgive me if we fragged the mission just to save her.”

“Chris, I’m sorry…I had no idea this would…”

“Andy, all due respect, but stop talking. She wouldn’t have had this any other way. Actually, she’s probably disappointed she didn’t get killed.”

Baxter nodded and looked at J’hana. “When you’re right, you’re right.”



“Well, this is annoying,” Cadet Colby Mathers said, pacing the classroom on Deck Fourteen, which was typically used for cadet briefings and so they could uplink to Starfleet Academy and transmit written updates on their progress aboard the Explorer. This was supposed to be “reflection time,” or as Sparks had come to call it, “confessional.” Whatever it was, it was usually tough to quantify exactly what they were getting done aboard the U.S.S. Explorer. That was never more true than today.

“What part’s annoying?” Sparks said, stooped on a desk and looking at her padd, trying to come up with a creative way to say she’d spent the last day on her heels waiting for news about the Idlewild. “The waiting, or the not doing anything?”

“Aren’t they part and parcel?” Cadet Ethan Piper said, laying with his head on the desk. “Is it always like this around here? Just waiting for the other proverbial shoe to drop?”

“Nah,” Mathers said. “Usually we get to do things. Sound the allcall, arm phasers, clean out Peterman’s pet room…”

“Funny,” Piper said. “I escaped from the Idlewild, but I still feel trapped.”

“I bet the food here’s better though, eh?” Mathers asked.

“Oh totally,” Piper said. He sighed. “Still, I can’t help but think about the other cadets on the Idlewild. The ones that didn’t get out. Morant. Bloxon. Hetherington. And a dozen others.”

“They made their choice to join Ficker. Now they have to deal with the consequences.”

“Are they…happy over there?” Mathers asked. “The other cadets?”

“I don’t think happy’s the right word for it. They feel like…they fit in.”

“And you?”

Piper looked to Mathers and Sparks. “I fit in here. With you guys.”

Sparks smiled. “That’s sweet, Ethan. I…” Suddenly her combadge chirped.

“Keefler to Cadet Sparks. Report to the bridge immediately. You’re needed at sciences.”

Sparks furrowed her brow. “Isn’t Lieutenant Commander Tilleran…”

“That’s none of your concern. You’ve been called to the bridge. You should have gotten here by now.”

“Right.” Sparks leaned off the desk and headed for the door. “That’s my cue…”

Piper and Mathers stood up. “What should we do, Nat?”

“Wish me luck,” she said, and bolted down the hallway.



Sparks had no sooner taken her station when she saw the sensor contact come alive on her console. “There she is, dead ahead!”

“Come out of warp and bring us to bear on her, weapons range,” Peterman said, leaning against the railing that surrounded the command chairs. She watched the aerodynamic, angular, Sabre-class Idlewild come into view on the screen. “Arm phasers and photon torpedoes. Shields up. Red Alert. And anything else I may have forgotten…”

“Done, done, and done,” Keefler said, and the bridge was bathed in dark, alternating red light.

“We’re getting a comm,” Sparks said.

“Put it on,” Peterman said, folding her arms.

The goateed man Peterman had come to know as Commander Worthy appeared on the viewscreen, his forehead beading sweat and his moustache twitching. “Explorer.”

“That’s us,” Peterman said simply. “You have some crewmembers we want back.”

“Tell them that,” he muttered. “They’re down in our engine room. They have our captain.”

Peterman fought back a smile. “Way to go, Andy,” she said softly.

“I’m not sure I see the humor in this. Your captain has assaulted another commander, invaded the sanctity of a Starfleet vessel, and committed grave acts of sabotage!”

Peterman threw back her head and laughed. “Are you delusional? The Idlewild’s no more a Starfleet ship than the H.M.S. Pinafore.”

Worthy’s gaze darkened. “Don’t you dare invoke Gilbert and Sullivan. They were fine men. They understood seafaring tradition….”

Yep, that sealed it. Some of Ficker’s folk were too incompetent for Starfleet. Others were plenty competent, they were just off the charts crazy. Worthy was definitely the latter.

“Stand down your weapons and shields. Give us our people, and surrender your ship to us,” Peterman said. “You’ve got two minutes to agree to terms, or so help me Great Bird I’m gonna start shooting.”

“And risk blowing up your husband?” Worthy asked.

Peterman gritted her teeth. “I’ll shoot carefully.”

Worthy glanced at an off-screen readout. “Ah. Excellent. We’ve penetrated engineering. Just a moment.” Worthy disappeared from the screen and Peterman found herself staring at the Idlewild again.

“Orders, Counselor?” Keefler asked.

“Nat, what’s their shield status?”

“Power readouts unstable, but shields and weapons both operational,” Sparks said, looking up from her readout. “The cloak is definitely off-line, though.”

“So either we start shooting or they do,” Peterman said.

“I vote for option one,” Keefler spoke up.

“Thanks,” Peterman said. “Scan the ship. See if you can find human or Andorian life signs. Or Jem’Hadar, apparently.” Peterman shook her head. That was Andy’s big backup plan. She had to give him credit for thinking up something that clever. Her husband was many things, but clever wasn’t usually one of them.

“We’re having trouble penetrating their hull with scanners,” Sparks said.

“Great. That doesn’t exactly bode well for the firefight, does it?”



Baxter turned as he heard a bleep at the engineer’s office door. He walked over and keyed it open, to reveal Chaka’kan standing in the corridor outside.

“Hello, Captain.”

“Chaka. What’s up?”

“Just wanted to remind you that you asked me to let you know if the Idlewild people succeeded in getting through my barriers.”

“Yeah.”

Chaka took a step back, to reveal Lt. Prouse holding a phaser against his head.

“Well, they did.”

Baxter slapped a hand over his face. “You could have told me a little sooner.”

“Yes, Captain. Orders?”

“Don’t do anything,” Baxter said. “Sit tight.”

Richards walked up behind Baxter. “Where’s the Vulcan?”

“You’re not in a position to demand anything,” Roland Worthy said, marching into the engine room and surveying it with detached distaste. “Fourteen engineers knocked unconscious. And…” He looked down. “The captain.” He glanced back up at Baxter and the others. “Who did this? Was it you, Baxter?”

Baxter stepped forward. “Chaka knocked out the people in engineering, but Ficker was mine. And I so enjoyed it…” He stopped moving when Prouse swiveled her phaser to him.

“Oh, Captain Baxter,” Worthy said, clicking his tongue. “I will have fun with you.” He helped Ficker up, as he was stirring groggily.

“Somebody get to the engine room…” Ficker mumbled.

“We’re in the engine room now, sir,” Worthy said. “Good news. We’ve captured the intruders.”

Ficker blinked. “Where? Get me my glasses!”

Worthy sighed. “Prouse. Have someone find the captain’s glasses.”

“Try the brig,” Ficker muttered, then walked up to Baxter on unsteady feet. “You fight well for an insignificant pissant.”

“I was going to say the same thing about you,” Baxter said, staring at Ficker. “It’s something my people like to call ‘geek rage.’”

“Care to try it again, now that I have a few people with phasers standing around me?” Ficker asked.

“Not so much, no,” Baxter replied.

“Get them to the brig,” Ficker muttered. “Put eleven people on them. Separate the Jem’Hadar from them. And don’t let anyone talk to anyone about anything!”

“Sir, we have another problem,” Worthy said as Prouse gestured Richards and Baxter out of engineering, and a pair of security guards hoisted J’hana between them, following the others.

Ficker rubbed his temples. “What?”

“The Explorer is sitting two thousand kilometers off our port bow, and the captain’s wife is in command. She seems…most displeased.”

“I bet,” Ficker said. “Did she look…you know, did she look good?”

“I suppose.”

Ficker slapped Worthy on the shoulder. “Phenomenal. I’ll be up to the bridge in a minute. We’ll have a nice, calm, professional conversation with Counselor Peterman.”

“To what end?”

“To strike a deal, Commander.”



“This is not good,” Peterman said, circling to the front of the bridge. “They’ve been sitting over there silent for the last twenty minutes.”

“Maybe they’re trying to find their car keys,” Madera suggested.

“Cute,” Peterman said. “I need suggestions.”

“Strike team,” Keefler said.

“How do you suppose we get through the shields?” Peterman asked tiredly.

“We shoot them until the shields come down,” Keefler said.

“An elegant solution. But are you so sure that we can overpower the Idlewild in one-on-one combat?”

“Not particularly, but I’d love to find out.”

“Me too,” Peterman said. “But let’s try to get out of this the diplomatic way first, what do you say?”

“Well, I think you know where I stand on that, but if you say so,” Keefler muttered.

“Just in case it becomes necessary, Cadet Sparks, why don’t you call down to your friend Piper and ask if he knows any secret to blowing holes in his former ship.”

“Sure thing, Counselor,” Sparks said, then glanced up. “Hold on. We’re getting a hail. It’s Ficker.”

Peterman narrowed her eyes at the screen. “Put him on.”

Ficker appeared on the viewscreen, adjusting his glasses and looking quite…disheveled. He ran a hand through his hair. “Counselor, your husband is quite a handful.”

“You don’t say.”

“You want him back?”

“Quite a bit,” Peterman said.

Ficker nodded at the tactical officer behind him. “Lieutenant Prouse, send over the list.”

“What list?” asked Peterman.

“Scientific equipment we need. Give it to us, and you can have your husband, the Andorian, and her boyfriend, as well as the sneaky little Jem’Hadar who gave us fits.”

“And it’s that easy?” Peterman mused.

“That’s right,” Ficker said. “Just scientific equipment.”

“To be used for what?”

“Whatever we want,” Ficker said, as Worthy stepped down behind him.

“I don’t think this is a good idea, Captain,” Worthy said, sneering at Peterman. “We have Baxter…we have his ship right out there. We could overpower them, take the ship…have everything, right in our hands!”

“I can hear everything you boys are saying,” Peterman sighed.

“Oh, we’ll get what we want,” Ficker said. “No need to force it right now. Not when the supplies we need are right here. Patience, Worthy.” He glanced up at Peterman and smiled sweetly. “We have a deal, Kelly?”

Peterman’s stomach bunched in knots. “I…”

“Commander Worthy, go down to the brig and shoot one of them. I don’t care which one.”

Peterman watched Worthy walk toward the turbolift door. He turned a glare on Peterman. “Just so you know, it’ll be Baxter. Sorry if I ruined the suspense.”

“STOP!” Peterman said. “Put them on a transporter pad. We’ll send the supplies over simultaneously. Anything goes wrong with this, Ficker, and I promise you…”

“No need for empty promises,” Ficker said, waving a hand at Peterman. “Just knowing I have your gratitude is more than enough for me. Be ready to make the exchange in ten minutes.”

“Do you have the list, Sparks?” Peterman asked, turning to the science console.

Sparks nodded as she looked over her panel. “I do, but it doesn’t look good. Harmonic inducers, biomemetic gels, neuro implants…”

Peterman headed to the turbolift. “Send the list down to the science lab and have it sitting on the pad in transporter room one in nine minutes, Sparks.”

Sparks sunk a little behind her panel. “Yes, Counselor.”



Hartley picked up step next to Peterman as she fast-walked to the transporter room. “Are we getting them back?”

“Yeah,” Peterman said.

“I got around your security lockouts and spoke to Tilleran. I can’t believe you did that.”

“Tilleran did it,” Peterman said.

“After you forced her to.”

“Is that what she said?”

“She didn’t have to. What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“Leave the counseling up to me. You handle the engines, Commander.” Peterman strode toward the transporter room and held a breath as she watched three science technicians walk by, arms loaded down with supplies, taking them into the transporter room.

“What is all that?”

“That’s a trade, Commander,” Peterman said. “Now please, let me do this. If you want to talk later, we can…”

“I’ll be talking to the captain, later,” Hartley said. “I’m gonna get Tilleran out of there. Somebody’s got to put things right here.”

“You just said a mouthful,” Peterman said, and stepped into the transporter room. “Ensign Yang, let’s go…”



“This is a real shame,” Commander Worthy said, his phaser shoved in Baxter’s back as he guided him and Richards down the corridor to the transporter room. “I had so much in store for you. We’d have had a lovely time, you and I.”

“I’ll take a rain check,” Baxter mumbled, and glanced over at the two security officers who pushed J’hana, who’d since been loaded on a hover stretcher. He recognized the security officers as two of the cadets who’d been with him on the Republic. The ones Ficker snagged that day, along with Cadet Ethan Piper.

“Your name is Bloxom, isn’t it?” he asked. “And you…you’re Villarial?”

“We’re not supposed to talk to you,” the one called Bloxom said. “The Captain said you would try to dissuade us from our goal. All due respect, sir, but…don’t.”

“I see,” Baxter said. “So you think destabilizing Starfleet and wreaking bloody havoc and vengeance on the quadrant is a good goal to have?”

“See, Ficker was right,” Villarial whispered.

Worthy clicked his tongue disapprovingly and slammed his phaser across the back of Baxter’s head. “Enough talk. Don’t plant your pathetic little ideas in our officers’ heads.”

“You’re the one planting pathetic ideas, Mister Worthy,” Baxter said. “And believe me, once I get my hands on…”

“You called?” Ficker asked, jogging up from the other end of the corridor as they turned and ducked into the transporter room.

“Ficker,” Baxter said, and turned to look at his insensate security officer. “What about J’hana?”

“What about her?”

“I want that guy Shank to undo whatever he did to her.”

“You know, I must have forgotten to mention that when your wife and I made our deal.”

“There shouldn’t be a deal,” Richards said. “She should blow this ship out of the stars while she has the chance.”

“She has no chance,” Worthy muttered, jabbing his phaser in Richards’s back.

“Now now,” Ficker said. “Don’t get surly. This is a solution that works for all of us.”

“You really trust Drake to mess with your mind?” Baxter asked, stepping into the transporter room and mounting the pad. “You believe that strongly that she can make you - and all your poor misguided crew - better Starfleet officers?”

“Why, Captain, I thought you figured that out. That’s why I have a poor misguided crew. To experiment on!” He glanced at the girl behind the transporter console, who suddenly looked a little nervous. “Not you, sweetheart, of course…just certain select candidates.” The two cadets pushing the stretcher also exchanged a quick, nervous glance.

“You’re out of your frigging mind,” Baxter muttered.

“Time will tell which one of us is out of his mind,” Ficker said, as Bloxom and Villarial pushed J’hana’s hover stretcher onto the pad, and Richards took his place, standing next to Chaka. “In the meantime, you all get to go home for now. But you should enjoy it while you can.”

“Ficker…this is so far from over,” Baxter said. “When I’m finished with you…”

Ficker put a hand to his face, stifling a yawn. “Oh, please. Energize.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58376.9. Against my better judgment, we’ve left the Renada system, having parted ways for the moment with the Idlewild, Ficker’s ship, which for what it’s worth is no longer able to cloak itself.

Meanwhile, my wife gave him, and Doctor Drake, the tools they need to possibly turn Starfleet upside down, and make Ficker and his idiot followers into walking gods, all so we could get back to the Explorer in one piece.

J’hana’s down in Sickbay, victim of a Vulcan mind meld, and unresponsive to every form of stimulation Doctor Wilcox has tried.

Lt. Commander Tilleran is at this moment under arrest on Deck 34 because she spent the last few weeks trying to manipulate the minds of dozens of crewmembers.

My wife is in the midst of an historic bout of paranoia and anxiety.

And I’m not a single step closer to stopping Ficker from doing whatever the hell he’s planning to do.

And that was all just today.



“Come,” Baxter said, as the doors to his office opened, and Peterman stepped in.

“Captain,” she said softly. “The ship is yours.”

Baxter stood and crossed the room, wrapping his arms around her. “Hi, honey.”

She leaned her head on his shoulder. “Don’t ever leave me in command again, okay?”

“I’m pretty sure I didn’t leave you in command this time,” Baxter said.

“I know,” Peterman said. “I’m not sure how everything got so screwed up.”

“You did what you had to. I would have done the same in your place.”

“What now?” she asked.

“What now is we stop Ficker. Nothing else matters.”

Peterman looked up at him. “Agreed. And…Andy…”

“Yeah?”

“Leave me again and I’ll kill you.”

Baxter chuckled and squeezed her harder.



Richards stood beside the biobed, as it beeped softly, in the dimmed Sickbay. Janice Browning stood behind him.

“It might help if you talk to her, Christopher.”

“She’d think it was foolish,” Richards said.

“I was thinking it would help you…”

“Yeah.”

“They’re doing what they can for her, you know. Starfleet medicine hasn’t yet found something it can’t fix.”

“Yeah.”

“Normally, I’d suggest Commander Tilleran might be able to help, but I guess you’ve heard…”

“Yeah.”

Janice stepped up next to Richards. She reached out a hand to touch his, then thought better of it and pulled it back before he noticed it was there. She decided instead just to stand beside him, close to him. “Is there anything I can do?”

He shook his head. “Nope.”

“If you need anything…” Browning said, and slowly backed away. “To chat, a bite to eat…whatever. Just call, okay?”

“Yeah. Thanks.” Richards nodded absently as Browning walked away, then pulled a stool up and sat for a few long moments.

He looked around the empty Sickbay. Holly White was long since gone. The only nurse on duty was in a lab on the other side of the complex. He and J’hana were alone.

“So, J’hana…” he began, though he felt foolish doing it.

He steadied himself, focused, and placed his hand on top of hers. “So, J’hana. Here goes nothing…” He took a deep breath. “Tomorrow I have a staff meeting with Astrometrics. You know them, always playing pranks on each other. I’m determined to put a stop to it. Oh, and it’s Ensign Cathcart’s birthday, so we’re going to get some cake, or something…”



“Is this everything?” Dr. Drake said, glancing around at the cargo containers that now occupied her lab.

“We’ve had someone inventory the contents,” Ficker said. “Oddly, we don’t have a medical officer in our ranks, but we have six inventory officers aboard. Anyway, it’s all there.”

“Good.”

“Doctor, I noticed you were conspicuously absent during the ruckus that recently transpired aboard ship.”

“I’ve no interest in your little squabbles,” Drake said distantly. “I was working on my research.”

“I’m glad you’ve got your priorities in place.”

Drake beamed. “I’ve been waiting for thirty years for a chance like this.”

Ficker smiled. “I was hoping you’d say something like that. It got me all excited just now! See the goosebumps?”

Drake’s smile grew wider, as she opened the first cargo container and studied its contents. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”



THE END.



NEXT:



When the Explorer comes calling on an incommunicado communications station, will they find there’s more there than meets the eye? Or would it be ear? And speaking of communication, will Tilleran be able to wake J’hana from her catatonic state? Will Peterman figure out what to do with Tilleran? Will Baxter figure out what to do with his crew? Find out as the crew searches for “Conversation Starters.”




Conversation Starters



Commander Richards stepped into Sickbay and, as usual, looked left and right, to see if anyone else was on duty.

Nurse Chadway smiled politely at him from one of the aft biobeds as he stepped in. “Lab Two is all yours, Commander,” she said softly.

Richards hooked to the right and headed into the lab where they’d moved J’hana. Having the comatose Andorian in the main area of Sickbay had proved challenging, especially as she had not awoken after several days. Officers around her found it hard to focus on their own duties. Howie Sefelt, in particular, found it difficult to remember which imagined malady he’d come to complain about upon seeing the insensate Andorian.

Seeing the unconscious Andorian, whose presence on the ship towered far above her physical stature, was difficult for many.

Not for Richards.

Seeing her brought him some sense of relief, of hope. She was alive, just not awake. She was just “taking a break” as Steffie had mentioned during a particularly awkward “so how ya doing?” dinner with the Baxters.

He did all he could do. What Janice had recommended, which turned out to be good advice. He talked to her. Hours each day, about what he’d been doing aboard ship, about duty rotations, personnel reviews, away teams, status reports. Whatever came to him, whatever he saw and did during the day, he told J’hana.

He did it all in the privacy of Medical Lab Two, where J’hana lay atop the room’s lone biobed, now in a blue gown that nearly matched her skin, as yet unmoving.

Richards stepped into the lab and pulled up his usual stool, pausing as the doors behind him whooshed shut, and the sounds of Sickbay were muffled down to only the soft beeps of J’hana’s biobed.

He took the Andorian’s hand in his, and squeezed, hoping for a squeeze back. “It was a good day today,” he said. “We delivered supplies to a backwater colony and we didn’t even lose any of them. And nobody tried to kill us, or kidnap us, or whatnot. Which was a good thing, as we happen to be without our best security officer right now.”

Hard to believe, but Richards maybe talked to J’hana more since that Vulcan from Ficker’s ship robbed her of consciousness. Strange as it was, he felt he loved her more than ever, too.

Idly, he wondered if J’hana once felt like he felt now, back when Dwanok had fallen into a coma after he’d been injured during a conflict betwen rival changeling factions. She didn’t just silently loom over Dwanok, as Richards did for her now. She’d fought so hard to keep him alive, even as other Klingons tried to kill him, to ensure him honorable death. She was a fighter, for certain. Would she fight now?

As he told J’hana about his day, Richards smiled to himself. Because there was a reason to hold out hope. An end to this situation was fast approaching. Someone on the Explorer would be able to help her. Soon.



Lt. Commander Tilleran turned and put her head down on the wall in her temporary quarters, no, jail cell, on Deck 34. “This has gone on long enough, Counselor. I’ve done everything you’ve asked. I’ve cooperated. I’m asking–I’m begging you. Let me out of here.”

Counselor Peterman sighed in the chair opposite where Tilleran was standing and crossed her legs, hugging her padd to her chest. “I wish it were that simple. You realize that I’ve got your well-being, and the whole crew’s, to consider.”

“My well-being?” Tilleran turned, her eyebrows raising. “You’ve been thinking about me this whole time? I’m speechless.”

“Believe it or not, it’s true,” Peterman said. “I want what’s in your best interest. And if you are addicted to telepathy, I wouldn’t be helping you by exposing you to opportunities to read people’s minds. Not right now.”

“Think I’m tempted to read your mind?”

“As you know, that’s impossible,” Peterman said. “The Sornapan…”

“Oh, I know what the Sornapan’s doing. It’s keeping me from doing what I should have done days ago. From going up there and trying to help J”hana!”

“Yes,” Peterman admitted. “The timing of that was…unfortunate.”

“You’ve no idea.” Tilleran squeezed her fists. “What would you do, Kelly, if your husband was in trouble, and I was holding YOU back from helping him?”

“This is not about me,” Peterman said, holding her ground.

“Isn’t it?” Tilleran said. “Because from my perspective, you’re taking this a whole lot worse than everyone else.”

“Maybe because I’m thinking about the repercussions to you and us.”

“You’re starting to sound like a broken audio playback.”

“Whatever the case, the Sornapan should wear off by tomorrow, at which time we’ll…” She looked at her padd. “Reevaluate.”

“Comforting,” Tilleran muttered.

“In the meantime,” Peterman said, reaching next to her on the sofa and producing a second padd, “I thought you’d like to read this. It’s by Tam Elbrun.”

Tilleran snatched the padd and stared at it. “‘Mind Over Mind’? Thanks, Counselor. I’m glad you’re suddenly an expert on telepathy addiction.”

“I’ve read it. Elbrun draws some interesting conclusions…”

“He’s a fruitcake. The man ran away to live inside an ancient, spacefaring cashew. Do you really think he was operating on all thrusters?”

Peterman waffled. “Flargus and Noble recommended it…”

“Flargus and Noble can kiss my…” Tilleran set the padd down and rubbed her temples, closing her eyes. Sometimes she begged for a reprieve from the many minds that surrounded her and now were mute. Now she wanted nothing more than to have them back. “I’m sorry. I’ll read it.”

“Good,” Peterman said, standing and moving to the door. “I’ll see you same time tomorrow.”

“I’m counting the hours,” Tilleran said, watching the doors close. And she meant it.



“It’s quiet,” Janice Browning said, leaning forward on the desk in her darkened cabin, bathed in the glow of her desktop terminal. “We haven’t heard from Ficker since the…confrontation. It’s been almost a week now, and still nothing.”

On the viewscreen, Pogo nodded patiently, as he always did. The Dominion insurgent spoke to Browning from his undisclosed location. From the scene behind Pogo on the viewer, this appeared to be some sort of tropical planet. Part of her longed to be there, enjoying the weather with Pogo, fixing him meals while he plotted ways to get the Dominion to listen to his pleas for peace and inclusion.

“Do you think Ficker will turn up again?” Pogo asked.

“I’m sure of it,” Browning said. “Just a matter of when.”

“And what of the Andorian…J’hana?”

“Still comatose,” Browning said. “Poor Christopher. Nothing we can do for her, until…”

Pogo looked at her. “Until?”

“Nothing,” Browning said. “Just some…ship’s business. Some things I can’t talk about, you know.”

Pogo gave her an easy smile. “After all this time, I’m surprised there’s anything we can’t talk about, Janice.”

“Well,” Browning said, feeling a flush in her cheeks. “There aren’t many things we can’t talk about, but some are, you know…classified. You’d be surprised the secrets I know.”

“You surprise me each time we speak, Janice. For a solid, you’re a remarkably…textured… person.”

“I think I like the sound of that,” Browning said, running her fingers along the desktop terminal. She’d allowed her mind to wander, and not for the first time. She blinked. “And so…what about you, Pogo? What’s new on your end?”

“My end is a planet desperately in need of guidance, let loose by the Dominion at a crucial time in its development. They were at first not willing to trust me because I am a Founder. But soon, after doing many a good deed, I earned their trust…and their respect.”

“That’s beautiful, Pogo.”

“Now if I can only find a sympathetic planet that actually has ships, or supplies, or, well, resources of any kind.” Pogo shook his head. “But it’s frustrating. I expect Odo and the Founders are doing what they can to rebuild their relationships with those outer worlds, but…”

Browning nodded. “But it’s a big job, I’m sure.”

“Yes, and it’s not happening fast enough. They must take measures to…” A chime rang outside Pogo’s room and he smiled. “Ah, it is dinner time, and the people of Zygot Four like to eat communally. Excuse me…”

“Of course.”

“You’ll call again tomorrow?”

Browning smiled to herself. “I think I can find the time.”

“Excellent. Until then, good Doctor…” And Pogo leapt from his chair, rippling gold then morphing into a broad-winged bird and taking off into the dusk sky.

Browning always felt a little tingle when she watched Pogo change shape.



Captain Baxter sat on the bridge, steepling his fingers and staring at the viewscreen.

“Anything from the listening post yet?” he asked, breaking the silence that had settled in among the bridge crew. Without Peterman or Richards there, the bridge seemed so much quieter. Not to mention…

He glanced back at the aft stations, where Keefler stood watchfully at tactical and Cadet Sparks leaned against the science console, perched on her chair.

“Negative, Captain,” Keefler said. “Want me to hail them again?”

“No. A fourth time seems…excessive. How much longer till we get there?”

“Ninety minutes,” Madera said, not looking up from her helm console. “Want me to increase to Warp Nine?”

“No,” Baxter said. “It’s probably nothing. Listening posts go silent all the time. After all, they’re just supposed to listen. Talking isn’t necessarily their specialty.”

“Captain, isn’t it a tad unusual to just suddenly lose contact with a listening post?” Sparks asked, leaning forward at the science station.

Baxter turned to her smiling gently. “Sure, a little. But we’ll be there soon and have it sorted out. Could just be a glitch in their subspace transceiver.”

“Is it weird that the only planet in listening range for them is Bolarus? A Federation planet?”

Baxter shifted in his seat. “Well, the Bolians are part of the Federation, sure. But there were some…skirmishes…around that planet during the Dominion War.”

“So why are we still listening?” Sparks asked.

Baxter shrugged. “You’ve got me. Not everything that Starfleet does make sense.”

“Gotcha,” Sparks said, and returned to her panel, just as the doors to the aft turbolift wooshed open and Lt. Commander Megan Hartley stormed out.

“Readyroom. Now,” she said, heading through the aft doors to Baxter’s office.

Baxter glanced back. “Think she was talking to me?”

“No question, sir,” Keefler said. “Want me to restrain her?”

“Don’t even try,” Baxter said with a chuckle. “She’d mop up the floor with you.” With what seemed like great effort, Baxter pushed out of his chair and headed up to the aft deck. “Besides, I know exactly why she’s here. Mister Keefler, you have the bridge.”

“Sure. Don’t give me the bridge, even though I have seniority…and the red collar!” Madera snapped.

“Oh, don’t be that way,” Baxter said, and ducked into his office.

Hartley was there, pacing in front of his desk. She turned to face him. “WELL?”

Baxter blinked. “Well what?”

“What are you going to do about your wife?”

“I wasn’t planning on doing anything with her. But if you’ve got suggestions…I bet she’d make a great juggler…”

“Don’t joke. One of your crew is trapped belowdecks, and it’s your wife keeping her there. You’ve got to talk sense into her.”

“This is Kelly’s jurisdiction, Commander,” Baxter said, stepping around behind his desk. He didn’t want to sit down for this chat, but he needed to put a sizable piece of furniture between himself and the engineer. “It’s…delicate.”

“Delicate my ass. Tilleran needs our help, not to be ostracized and separated from the rest of the ship.”

“She lied to all of us. Manipulated us. Messed with our memories. Don’t you wonder exactly how far she went? Don’t you resent her for that?”

“Sure. I’m pissed. But not nearly as pissed as I am at your wife!”

“She knows what she’s doing,” Baxter said. “She’s going to treat Tilleran’s…condition… to the best of her ability, before we turn it over to the Judge Advocate.”

Hartley narrowed her eyes at Baxter. “You’re still thinking of doing that?”

“There are a number of options. I’m waiting on Kelly’s recommendation.”

“Want my two credits?”

“I’m pretty sure I know where you stand.”

“Then let her go. Let her go, and let her help J’hana. Get us back on the right track, Captain, before it’s too late.” Hartley turned and headed for the door.

“Wait, Comman…Megan…” Baxter held out his hand. “What do you mean by too late?”

“Want to find out?” Hartley asked in an acid tone, then ducked out.

“Not really,” Baxter said to himself.



“Don’t worry about it. I’ve seen it like this before,” Plato said, sipping a cranberry juice in Space Tastes as Natheena Sparks quickly downed her bowl of Gorn gumbo.

“Really?” Sparks said, setting the bowl down and wiping her mouth with the back of her uniform sleeve. “All tense and…anticipate-y?”

“Yeah. It usually seems to happen toward the end of the stardate year, though.” Plato thought about that. “Hmm. That’s actually strange, now that you mention it…”

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” Sparks said. “So what do you do when it gets like this?”

“You can’t do anything. You just have to ride it out.”

“I’m sure that’s easier to do when you’re not on the bridge.”

“Yeah,” Plato said, looking down at their corner table and staring at his empty plate. “I guess.”

“No offense, Plato, but you have no idea what it’s like to be an officer on that bridge. To be waiting for all hell to break loose at any moment. It’s stressful!”

“I’d like to understand…I mean…” He reached out a hand tentatively. “I’d like to know more about what you do…”

Sparks sighed. “I’m not sure where to even begin.”

“Hey, Sparks,” Cadet Piper called from the doors to Space Tastes. He was standing beside Cadet Mathers. “You coming? Captain Baxter called me and Colby up to the bridge to relieve the officers heading out on the away team to the Bolarus Listening Post. We’re getting bridge time!”

To Sparks, who’d already served extensively on Explorer’s bridge for a week now, that actually wasn’t quite as big a deal. Still, she smiled. “S-sure, I’ll be right there…” She stood, then looked back at Plato. “Thanks for lunch, Plato.” She slid a hand down his face. “You’re a sweetie.”

“Thanks,” Plato said, watching Sparks walk out and join Piper and Mathers.

“She’s nice,” Browning said, munching on a carrot stick behind Plato.

Plato whirled. “Mom? How long have you been standing there?”

“Like half an hour. You never noticed?”

Plato shook his head.

Browning shrugged. “So much for the Founders’ powers of observation. I’m heading back to my office to…catch up on some paperwork.”

“You mean back to your kitchen to hollow out some gourds?” Plato asked.

“They’re very important gourds,” Browning retorted. “So what about you, sweetie? What’s your day look like?”

“Oh, stuff…” Plato said, gently backing toward the door.



Baxter was staring at the listening post on the viewscreen as Sparks, Mathers, and Piper emerged from the turbolift.

“Glad you guys could make it,” Baxter said. On the viewscreen, the spindly, satellite-like listening station twisted innocently, hanging in front of the black backdrop of space.

“We still can’t get any response from the listening post,” he informed them. “We are, however, picking up six life forms, which is the number of crew they’re supposed to have. Their shields are down, so we’re going over there. Piper, take tactical. Mathers, you’re at sciences.”

“But…I thought I was the backup science officer,” Sparks said.

“At the moment, you’re THE science officer. You’ll be coming with me on the away team. Got a tricorder?”

“With…you?” Sparks asked.

Baxter nodded. “Richards is indisposed. Our chief science officer is…also indisposed. Our chief security officer’s in a coma. And our chief engineer’s….really angry. I’m heading the away team. Let’s go. Mister Keefler…”

Keefler led the way into the turbolift and Baxter gestured for Sparks to walk in front of him.

“I’m not sure I…”

“You’ll do fine, Cadet,” Baxter said, patting Sparks on the back. “And yes, Lieutenant Madera, you have the bridge.”

“About time!” Madera snapped and moved to the center seat.

“Keep it together up here. We’ll be back in a jif,” Baxter said as the doors closed.



Three transporter beams coalesced in the control room of the small listening post. It was a circular room, framed with panels, readouts, screens spitting out information.

Baxter circled the room as Sparks pulled out her tricorder and began taking readings as Keefler withdrew his phaser.

“Over here, Captain,” Keefler said.

Baxter doubled back to Keefler’s position, to find him standing behind a Starfleet ensign staring blankly at one of the screens.

“Wow,” he said dumbly.

Baxter tapped him on the shoulder. “Excuse me.”

“In a second,” he muttered.

Baxter glanced at Keefler, who just shrugged. Sparks hurried over.

“Tricorder readings are normal,” she said.

Baxter tapped the ensign on the shoulder, harder this time. “Excuse me. Ensign.”

“Hummph,” the spiky-haired Ensign said, leaning on his fists.

“Crew roster says he’s Ensign Lionel Johannsen,” Sparks said. “He’s been here four years.”

“He looks comatose,” Keefler said.

“He’s not,” Sparks said. “Vital signs normal.”

Baxter leaned down in the ensigns face and shouted. “ENSIGN! CAN I HAVE YOUR ATTENTION!”

The ensign slowly turned. “What.”

“Captain Andy Baxter. USS Explorer. Maybe you’ve heard of us?”

“I haven’t.” He turned back to the viewer.

“Son of a…” Baxter said, and forcefully turned the man’s chair. “I am from a Starfleet vessel sent here to investigate exactly why your listening post hasn’t communicated with us in six weeks. I am your superior officer…sort of…and you will tell me exactly what’s going on here!”

The man kept his eyes glued to the screen even as Baxter turned his chair. His eyes didn’t leave the screen as he spoke. “Lieutenant Commander Frakas is in quarters on Deck Three. Go talk to him.”

“That would be the commanding officer,” Sparks added helpfully.

“Oh, I’m going to talk to Commander Frakas. You can bet on that. And you can bet the first thing I tell him is that you’re the most unhelpful…”

“Sir…there’s another person over here…” Keefler called.

Baxter turned his attention to the next person, also seated at one of the computer consoles, intent on the screen.

“Lieutenant Mindy Schuler,” Sparks said. “She’s the operations officer.”

“She’s a piece of broccoli,” Baxter said, waving a hand in front of her face.

Quite suddenly, Schuler spun around. “Hey! Watch it! You’re ruining the best part.”

“The best part of what?”

“Gert is just about to confess his love for Merta.”

“What? You guys are glazed out on holovision?” Baxter said exasperatedly. “Are you really telling me that that’s why you’re not reporting back?”

“This isn’t holovision,” Sparks said, glancing at Johannsen’s screen. “This looks like sensor feeds directly from Bolarus.”

“So they’re…”

“Really into their jobs,” Keefler said.

“Could you guys keep it down,” Schuler muttered. “Gert is doing the Primal Bolian Love Dance!”

“All right, let’s talk to the C.O. before I do something rash…” Baxter said, walking by Schuler and heading for the ladderway that led to the lower decks.



Plato glanced around idly when the doors to the bridge swung open. “Nat?”

Lt. Madera turned around in the command chair. “Plato? Is there something we can do for you?”

“I was looking for Cadet Sparks.”

“Oh. She’s not here,” Madera said. “She went down to the listening post with the away team.”

“Oh. Really?”

“You’re not even supposed to be up here, Plato,” Madera said, as gently as she could muster. “You’ve got to get back belowdecks before your mom finds out…”

“I’m not technically on the bridge,” Plato said. “I’m in the turbolift.”

Madera sighed. “Well, you shouldn’t be on the turbolift when it’s on the bridge, technically. Not without an escort.”

“Oh. Ok,” Plato said, staring at the deck. “Thanks anyway. Deck Nine please…”

“What’s his problem?” Piper asked from sciences once Plato was gone.

Madera turned back to face the viewscreen. “Beats me. Luckily, it’s not my problem.”



Baxter pushed a button next to the door and waited. “There better be a good explanation for this.”

“Captain, if I may say so, you seem a little testy,” Keefler observed.

“Damned right I’m testy!” Baxter snapped. “I have a lot of crap happening on my ship, and I have to take a break from that to deal with people who are dumbly glued to their viewscreens. Something’s got to give, Ensign!”

“Noted, sir,” Keefler said quietly.

Meanwhile, nobody was answering the door chime.

“There is somebody in there, sir,” Sparks said. “And schematics confirm that this is the C.O.’s quarters.”

“Well, he’d damned well better come out, if he knows what’s good for him,” Baxter said, pushing the button again. “I know you’re in there, Frakas! You can’t hide from us!”

Still nothing.

Baxter sighed, then started banging on the door. “C’mon, Frakas!”

After a beat, Baxter looked at Keefler. “Do that cool override thing you security guys do.”

“Right,” Keefler said, and popped the door panel open, tapping in a sequence on the panel beneath it. Another panel popped open, revealing a manual door crank, which Keefler pumped, forcing the door open. “You mean that thing?”

“That’s the one,” Baxter said, and headed in. “Mister Frakas?” He looked around.

There, curled in a ball, on his couch, was the man Baxter presumed was the listening post’s C.O. Late-middle-aged, with a growth of dark beard, he just sat there, knees drawn up, rocking.

“Hey.” Baxter waved in front of the man’s eyes. “We’ve been trying to get in touch with you guys for weeks. What gives?”

“They won’t listen to me,” Frakas mumbled. “I’m useless.”

“Don’t say that,” Baxter said. “You’re useful to us. You probably know why the listening post isn’t responding. That’s good info. I’m not sure for what, but trust me, it’s useful.”

“All they do is watch,” Frakas slurred. “They just watch, over and over again.”

“What…that stuff on the screen? The secret lives of Bolians?” Baxter laughed. “C’mon, it’s not like they’re Klingons. What do Bolians do, anyway? Make salads and sculpt hairdos? What could possibly be so addicting about that?”

“They just keep watching,” Frakas muttered.

“All right,” Baxter sighed, turning to Keefler. “I’m going to take this guy back to the ship and put him up in Sickbay. Sparks, you and Keefler stay here and try to figure out what exactly these guys find so fascinating about life on Bolarus.”

“All due respect, Captain, but how are we supposed to do that?” Sparks asked.

Baxter shrugged. “Just watch.”



<Ariel.>

Tilleran shot up in bed, kicking at her knotted covers. “J’hana!”

<What?>

“Is that you?” Tilleran called out. “Are you really calling to me?”

<I’m certainly not calling in an order of fharbus root.>

Tilleran smiled broad, wiping tears from her cheek. “J’hana, it’s so good to hear your voice…in my mind again. It means we’re…”

<Dreaming?>

“No, I was going to say…” Tilleran trailed off. “Oh.”

<Better luck next time, Ariel.>

Tilleran shot up again in bed, but this time for real. She shoved her covers off (not her covers, though, being this wasn’t her cabin; rather, just a half-step up from a prison cell). She marched toward the door, which, as usual, did not open for her. “Tilleran to Peterman.”

“Yes, Commander?”

“I need to talk to you right now.”

“I’m in the middle of some reading…can I call you back?”

“No. I need you down here. Now.”

“I’ll…be right there.”

Tilleran sensed trepidation in Peterman’s voice. Or maybe her telepathic senses were coming back. She wasn’t sure.

Minutes later, Peterman arrived at Tilleran’s door, clutching a padd to her chest. “You know, Commander, rudeness is not going to get us anywhere.”

“I’ve tried being nice,” Tilleran said, marching to and fro in the small, lower deck guest quarters. “It hasn’t gotten me anywhere.”

“Was it ‘nice’ to change my memory? And that of so many others on the ship?”

Tilleran whirled. “Why do I get the sense that you’re taking this personally?”

Peterman cocked her head. “Maybe your telepathy is coming back.”

“Maybe. Or maybe it’s painfully obvious. You’re angry at me, more than you’re willing to let on. You don’t want to help me. You want to punish me.”

“Nonsense. That would be very…unprofessional.”

Tilleran folded her arms. “No kidding.”

“I think you really need to spend some more time thinking about what you’ve done. Obviously, you’re redirecting your anger at yourself at others, at your friends…”

“A friend wouldn’t do this,” Tilleran said, walking toward Peterman. “You can’t subdue my powers forever. At some point, we’re going to have to deal with this. And in order to do that, you’re going to have to set aside your anger.”

Peterman took a step back. “I’ll decide how we’re going to deal with this.”

“GET OVER IT!” Tilleran fairly shouted.

“I can see you’re not ready to talk about this. I’ll come back when you’ve cooled off. Once your powers return, if you’ve shown you’ve got this thing under control, perhaps…perhaps you’ll be allowed to see Lieutenant Commander J’hana.”

“We’ll see about that!” Tilleran called out as Peterman retreated behind the closing door. The door had barely closed when Tilleran hurled a vase at it.



“I thought an early dinner would be good,” Counselor Peterman said, pushing a plate of spareribs toward Baxter as Steffie sat mashing her fingers in a bowl of oatmeal.

Baxter grabbed a few spareribs and put them on his plate, then picked one up and turned it thoughtfully in his hand. “Strange situation over on the listening post.”

“Oh,” Peterman said, raising a forkful of baked beans.

“Yeah. Sparks and Keefler have been there for a couple hours, and can’t seem to figure out what’s engrossed their people so much. Apparently, they just like watching these Bolians’ lives go by. I’ve read up on a few other observation posts, and nothing like this has ever quite happened before. Sure, people become overly interested in what’s happening on a planet, but not at the exclusion of everything else. It’s really odd.”

“Hmm,” Peterman said, turning to look at a padd on the table beside her.

“And Doctor Wilcox has no answers,” Baxter said, chewing on the rib. “Commander Frakas seems like a healthy man. He’s got all his proverbial marbles intact. He’s just…beaten. He’s given up.”

“Really.”

“Yes. Well, he’s an older man. The rest of his crew are quite a bit younger. Maybe that has something to do with it. There are also a few….disappointments…he’s dealt with in his past.”

“Well, we’re all disappointed at one point or another,” Peterman said, engrossed in the padd.

“I was hoping maybe you could talk with him in the morning. You know, feel him out… not literally of course.” Baxter chuckled. “But get inside his head. Again, not literally. But…”

“I get it,” Peterman said, looking up from her padd. “And I’d love to help. But I’ve got my hands full with Tilleran right now, Andy. I’m sure you understand.”

“Actually, I don’t,” Baxter admitted. “I was hoping we could talk about that…”

“I have it under control.”

“Lieutenant Commander Hartley feels like…”

“Like she could do my job better than I can? Huh. I don’t think so. Tell her that she’s welcome to talk to Tilleran if I can have a hand at realigning the warp core.”

“Doubt she’d make that trade,” Baxter said.

“That’s what I thought,” Peterman said, and returned to her padd.

“Glad we could have this chat,” Baxter muttered, and returned to his ribs.



“Anything?” Keefler asked, walking up behind Sparks as she sat beside Ensign Johannsen, who continued to stare intently at his monitor. During their time on the listening post, they’d watched the other three crewmembers, O’Claire, Purnell, and Daffed, march into the control room and take their seats at stations similar to that of Johannsen and Schuler. They were all likewise enamored with Bolarus, and had no time to speak with Sparks or Keefler.

“I think Virb and Nown are going to prison for trying to break into the House of Blues,” Sparks said. “Which apparently is the Bolian political headquarters.”

“Any idea what’s so compelling about…” Keefler began.

“SHUSH!” Johannsen snapped, holding up a hand. “They’re about to be sentenced!”

“Can I shoot one of these people yet?” Keefler asked.

“Why are you asking me? I’m just a cadet,” Sparks replied.

Keefler nodded. “Fair point. But I guess it isn’t very Starfleetish.”

“Neither is what these people are doing, frankly,” Sparks said, shifting in her seat. “But it’s interesting that they’re so…interested…in the minutiae of these Bolians’ existence.

“YES! YES YES YES!” Lt. Schuler cried out, leaping from her seat.

Keefler ran over to her. “What? What is it?”

“Brint just proposed to Trib!”

“Is that good?” Keefler asked.

“They’re just made for each other, that’s all,” Schuler said blankly, still looking at the screen.

“Are you married?” Keefler asked, by way of conversation.

Schuler waved her hand at Keefler. “That’s not important. Shush! I want to see if she says yes. If she does, he gets to bathe her in a mixture of algae paste and shrimp juice.”

“That actually sounds kind of cool…” Keefler admitted and turned his attention to the screen.

“You okay, Ensign?” Sparks asked, glancing over at Keefler.

“Would you PLEASE be quiet,” Johannsen snapped. “At least wait till they go to sleep.”

“And then you’ll talk to me?”

“For the three seconds it’ll take me to switch to another household.”

“Oh,” Sparks said, as her combadge bleeped.

“Cadet Sparks, this is Explorer calling.”

“Sparks here,” she said absently slapping her combadge.

“Oh. Hi Nat!” Plato said. “How are you doing over there?”

“Plato? You aren’t supposed to be on this channel.”

“And yet it’s so easy to use.”

“This channel is reserved for official Starfleet use.”

“Well I just wanted to tell you that I miss you.”

“That’s sweet, Plato, but I’m working…”

Johannsen pressed a button on his panel. “There, you’ve got three seconds.”

“Oh, good, Ensign, could you tell me…”

“What’s going on over there?” Plato called over the comm.

“Plato, not now! Ensign, I just wanted to ask…”

Johannsen put up a hand. “Too late. I’m watching the Blurt residence now. Be quiet.”

“ARGHHHHHHHH!” Sparks snapped. “Channel closed!”

“But…” Plato began, and the channel closed with a crackle.



The next morning, Captain Baxter was pacing in Sickbay as Commander Richards walked in.

“Captain,” Richards said. “What are you doing here?”

“Checking in on Commander Frakas. He’s still somewhat…spaced.”

“There seems to be a lot of that going around,” Richards said.

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “I, uh, looked in on J’hana. She seems to be doing well…”

“She’s catatonic. Just like yesterday. And the day before.”

Baxter stepped toward Richards. “I know it must be frustrating, Chris…”

“Yeah, well, it’s all going to be over soon. Lt. Commander Tilleran should have her powers back today. She’s going to be able to come up here and…mind meld, or whatever, with J’hana. And it’ll all be okay. Just like when Tilleran was in a coma and J’hana helped her…” Richards rubbed his chin. “Wow, have there been an inordinate number of comas around here?”

Baxter didn’t answer the question. “I’m not sure what Kelly is going to do with Tilleran.”

“Well, Tilleran’s going to help J’hana, right? She’s got to…I mean, won’t it go a long way towards making up for the damage she’s done?”

“It would, but…”

Richards stared at Baxter blankly. “But what?”

Baxter thought a moment. “Nothing. Go and be with J’hana.”

“Thanks, Andy,” Richards said, and stepped into the aft room where J’hana was being kept.

Baxter turned on a heel and walked resolutely back toward his quarters.

Cadet Piper picked up step next to him as he walked.

“Captain! I’ve been looking for you.”

“I’m in a bit of a hurry, Cadet.”

“I know. I’ll keep it short. I want to help.”

“You’ve been very helpful since you came aboard. Lieutenant Sefelt said you’re doing a fine job at ops. You’re not even scared of blinking lights like he is, which is a big plus.”

“I want to do more.”

“Well, there are only so many spots to go around…”

“It seems like there’s one area where you need a lot of help around here, Captain, if I may say so.”

“You don’t want to be aerobics instructor,” Baxter said. “Trust me, it’s nothing but misery.”

“No. I mean counseling.”

Baxter stopped. “What did you say?”

“I want to do my internship in the counselor’s office. I’ve taken Psychology and Xenopsychology at Starfleet Academy. It was my minor before I switched to astrophysics.”

Baxter raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

“Yeah,” Piper nodded. “It seems to me like people on this ship need someone to talk to, badly. And I’m sure Counselor Peterman has her hands full. Do you know if she could use another staff member?”

Baxter suppressed a smile. “Well, I’m sure we could find you a spot…on her, um, staff.” He nodded, patting Piper on the back. “Consider it done, Cadet. As a matter of fact, follow me.”



“You want me to what?”

“Go visit with Commander Frakas,” Baxter said, standing in the doorway of his quarters as Peterman watched Steffie dip her hands into mashed potatoes.

“Andy,” Peterman said, closing her eyes patiently, pushing the padd she’d been reading across the dinner table. “I think I’ve made myself quite clear. I don’t have the time.”

“Sure you do,” Baxter said. “I’ll handle the Tilleran thing.”

“YOU’LL handle…”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, and patted Piper’s shoulder. “And good news! You have a staff now! Cadet Piper just became your intern.”

“Mister Piper, could you excuse us?” Peterman asked as she stepped toward Baxter.

“S-sure,” Piper said, backing quickly away. Baxter could feel the fear radiating off the boy.

“What?” Baxter asked innocently as he stepped into his quarters and the door closed.

“How dare you undermine me in front of a cadet! Or anyone else for that matter!” Peterman said, shaking a spoon covered in mashed potatoes at Baxter. A little splattered on his uniform.

He tasted it with his finger. Mmm. Buttery.

“Look, Kelly,” Baxter said, stepping toward Peterman. “I think you need to get some perspective on this Tilleran thing. She’s….part of our family, and we need to treat her like that. She has a problem. From what I can tell, this thing is more common among Betazoids than is widely known. There are places she can go for help. She doesn’t need to be locked away.”

“Frankly, Captain, I believe that’s up to me to decide,” Peterman said.

Baxter narrowed his eyes at Peterman. “All right, let me rephrase this, Counselor. You are hereby relieved of your duties as far as Ariel Tilleran is concerned. I am reassigning you to deal with the listening post situation. You are to report to Sickbay immediately…WITH Cadet Piper, to speak with Lieutenant Commander Frakas. Find out what’s wrong with him, then beam over to the listening post and speak to the crew there, and figure out what’s wrong with THEM. This is not an option. It’s an order.”

Peterman’s shoulders rose and fell. “Andy…”

“From your commanding officer.”

Peterman pushed past Baxter and headed for the door. “Fine. Finish feeding your child.” She glared at Piper. “Let’s go, Cadet.”

“I want a report within the hour,” Baxter called over his shoulder as a shaken-looking Piper and Peterman left.

“You’ll get it when you get it,” Peterman called over her shoulder as the doors closed.

Steffie looked up at Baxter. “Is Mommy mad?”

“Something like that,” Baxter said, pulling up a seat beside Steffie. “Now eat up, sweetie. Daddy’s got a busy day ahead.”



Tilleran was up and pacing again when the door chime rang.

“Come,” she said, glaring at the door.

It opened, rather surprisingly, to reveal Captain Baxter.

“Commander,” Baxter said. “How are you feeling? Or maybe a better question is…how am I feeling?”

Tilleran stared at Baxter. “You just….had a fight with Kelly over…you…I mean…really? Oh my gosh, I can read minds again!”

“Good,” he said, and gestured for the doorway. “Then the sornapan’s worn off. That’s enough mind reading for now. Follow me. There’s someone you need to see.”

“Captain, may I ask…”

“Kelly’s handling another assignment right now,” Baxter said briskly.

“Well, it’s about time…”

“That doesn’t mean you’re off the hook,” Baxter said, walking a pace ahead of Tilleran, not looking back. “I’m pissed as hell at you, Commander. A lot of people are. But you’re part of this crew. You…” He stared at the ceiling. “You belong to us. And for better or worse, that means that we’re there for you.”

“Captain, I…”

“We’re here for you too.” Baxter stepped back to walk alongside Tilleran, throwing an arm over her shoulder. “We’re going to get you some help, Commander. We’ll talk about disciplinary actions later. But…suffice it so say, some things are in the works…”

“I’m so sorry, Captain,” Tilleran said, as tears suddenly welled in her eyes. Baxter led her into the turbolift.

“Sickbay,” Baxter said, and looked at Tilleran. His expression softened as he looked at Tilleran. “Apology accepted. That’s a start.”

Tilleran stared at the floor. “I…I lost control. I just lost control. I’m supposed to be better than that, I know. But they say…” She cursed inwardly. “Tam Elbrun once said that high-end Betazoids are particularly vulnerable to…overuse.”

“Makes sense,” Baxter said. “You could have come to one of us earlier, you know.”

“I know,” Tilleran said, shaking her head. “I know.”

“But we can talk about that later.” He led the way out of the turbolift. “For now, if you’re able, we need your telepathy…”

They walked into Sickbay, where Doctor Holly Wilcox, Dean Wilcox, and the pair of patients she and Nurse Chadway were treating all stopped talking and stared.

“She listen?” Dean asked Holly.

“She’s going to, yeah,” Holly said, smiling gently.

Tilleran and Baxter walked up to the door to the medical lab, and then ducked inside.

Richards looked up from J’hana’s bedside, his eyes widening.

“Ariel…” he said.

“We…need to be alone,” Tilleran said, staring down at J’hana.

Baxter looked at Richards.

Tilleran locked eyes with Baxter. “Trust me. We’ve been through this before.”

Baxter nodded, taking Richards by the arm.

“Take as much time as you need, Commander,” Baxter said.

Richards touched Tilleran’s shoulder as he walked past. “Thank you…”

Tilleran gave a silent wave, then sat down beside J’hana, looking her over.

“Well, Imzadi, you’ve seen better days,” she said softly, then closed her eyes.



“…and I just can’t seem to get it right,” Commander Jerry Frakas said, seated at the end of the conference table in the meeting room on the opposite side of Sickbay from J’hana’s room.

It turned out he opened up rather eagerly, and was quick to talk to Peterman about what was bothering him. Once he realized a professional was there to listen to him.

“In Starfleet, we’re often forced to face our failures,” Peterman said, sitting at the other end of the table, with Piper beside her, busily taking notes on his padd.

“…the glowing orbs of Poplar Three destroyed my first assignment, the Sayossett.”

“Well, we all have the occasional bump in the road…”

“I steered us into the orbs…”

“Right, well…”

“Then there was the intergalactic incident between me and the King of Veraal Three when I was first officer on the Punta Gorda.”

“I’m starting to see why you were sent to a remote post.” Peterman looked at her notes, then back up at Frakas. “Could you tell me what exactly you guys are supposed to be…listening for? Or is it classified?”

“It’s stupid, really,” Frakas said, shaking his head. “It would have to be security-related to be classified. And it’s not. It’s recipe related.”

“I’m sorry?”

Frakas sighed, staring at the ceiling. “Back when Starfleet was pondering becoming a for-profit industry, Starfleet Command was ordered to investigate the Bolians’ recipe for boysenberry tort.”

“You’re kidding me.”

“It’s quite good. Known around the galaxy. But the laws of commercial trading are quite specific about these recipes…”

Peterman nodded. “I’ll take your word for it. I haven’t studied tort law in a while…”

“We’re spying on an ally just so we can acquire a mysterious recipe that as yet remains unknown to us!”

“Yeah,” Peterman said. “But the whole profit thing was like four years ago, and only lasted a couple months. Why are you still out here?”

“Nobody told us to do otherwise,” Frakas said with a shrug. “And I’ve gotten in enough trouble in my career. I didn’t want to question Starfleet Command…who knows where they’d send me next.”

“What about your officers?” Piper interjected.

“Officers? Some officers. They’re glued to their viewscreens. Can’t get enough of the Bolians. Who’s dating who, what are they eating today, who just got beat up in a riot at the sports complex. They’re obsessed.”

Peterman blinked. “And you’ve just let this go on?”

“Oh, it’s gotten worse the last few months. But it was inevitable. After I stopped requiring staff meetings, they really had nothing else to do all day.”

“So you just retreated to your quarters?” Piper asked.

Frakas shrugged. “Seemed the best thing to do. After all, there’s no way they’re gonna listen to me, right?”

“Seems to me a defeatist attitude,” Peterman said. “Just because your officers let you down, you can’t just give up on them! You’re their commander. You have to help them!”

“No use fighting a losing battle, Counselor,” Frakas said. “I just want it to be over.”

“Well, no need to worry about that,” Peterman said. “You’ll have to be taken off-duty so that you can have some serious counseling.”

“Oh, really?” Frakas brightened. “That sounds lovely.”

“In the meantime, somebody’s got to talk some sense into your crew.”

“Got anyone in mind?”

Peterman gave a small smile. “Yeah.”



Tilleran walked a long corridor. She recognized it as a Starfleet corridor, but not the Explorer. A little newer, more advanced.

She heard a low growl, but couldn’t place its location.

Red alert lighting bathed the passageway, but the ship was silent.

As the growling grew louder, Tilleran picked up her pace, breaking into a run.

“J’hana, I know that’s you! Reveal yourself to me!” she called out, and nearly tripped on a fallen crewmember. He was Vulcan.

Tilleran sneered. “Shank. You did this…”

Green blood dripped from his mouth. Shank was dead.

“Nice work, J’hana,” she said wryly, and continued on.

As she jogged the corridor, the bodies mounted, and Tilleran realized they were all Idlewild crew.

And then she reached a pair of shuttlebay doors.

She slammed her hand on the access panel, and it buzzed, forbidding her entrance.

“J’hana!” she called. “I know you’re in there!”

The growling continued.

“J’hana!” She pounded the door. “Let me in!”

After knocking till her knuckles were raw, Tilleran decided on another tack. She pushed her fingers between the doors, hard, digging her fingers into the small crack.

She pushed herself up against the door, pushing with all her might, until finally the massive doors began to give.

And give.

And give.

Until the door sighed open just wide enough for her to cram herself through.

And then she ran, her footsteps echoing in the massive, empty, shuttlebay, where a lone figure sat huddled in front of the door.

“Imzadi,” the figure said, its back to her. “Is it you?”

Tilleran nodded, and threw her arms around J’hana, turning her around. “Yes, J’hana…it’s me…”

J’hana looked into Tilleran’s eyes and chortled. “It’s about fwarking time!”



J’hana’s first sensation as she woke up was slamming into the deck.

“Imzadi, are you all right?” Tilleran asked, kneeling beside her. “You just kind of flopped off the bed when you woke up…”

“My antenna is bent. But do not worry, it’s not the one that…nevermind, it’s fine,” J”hana said, pushing herself to her feet. She then looked down at herself. “Why am I in this fwarking gown?”

“You’ve been out for nearly a week, J’hana…”

“Is that why I have that funny taste in my mouth?” J’hana asked. “Like day-old shorgat liver?”

Tilleran threw her arms around J’hana, squeezing her tightly. “You can wash your mouth out as soon as long as you want. Promise.”

“What’s gotten into you? Why are you being weird?” J’hana asked, stepping back.

“It’s been weird around here lately,” Tilleran said.

“Evidently.” J’hana brushed herself off. “I feel a breeze beneath this garment that is not altogether unpleasant. Thank the doctor for not requiring underwear.”

“Sit up here for a minute,” Tilleran said, patting the biobed. “Let’s get a look at you.”

“Shall I prepare for a full examination?” J’hana asked, scooting uneasily on the bed, realizing her footing wasn’t exactly solid yet.

“Not the kind you’re thinking of,” Tilleran said.

“Shouldn’t Doctor Wilcox do this?” J’hana asked as Tilleran withdrew a medical tricorder and waved it in front of her, staring at the readings.

“She can look at you later. But I’m more than competent with one of these things.” She looked at the screen. “You’re…completely fine.”

“You had doubts?”

“Well, other than a little muscle atrophy…”

“My first stop will be the gym,” J’hana said.

“Your first stop will be a full checkup with Doctor Wilcox to make sure you’re all right, then some rest…”

“I’ve had quite enough rest, thank you,” J’hana said curtly. “I would much rather get back to…” She stared at Tilleran. “Ariel…what’s wrong?”

“What do you mean?” Tilleran asked, laughing nervously.

J’hana grabbed her wrist. “Tell me.”



“Boy, they wasted no time getting to the bridal shower,” Sparks muttered, watching over Johannsen’s shoulder as the Bolian bride to be opened up her sixtieth gift.

“Oooh! Macrobiotic ointment! That’s a valuable commodity on Bolarus!” Johannsen said, clapping giddily at the latest unwrapped gift.

Suddenly the viewscreen shut off, along with all the other viewscreens on the listening post. All the control panels darkened.

Sparks stood up, and looked across the control room at Keefler, who also stood, reaching for his phaser.

“Who stopped the sensor feed? Mister Zot was just about to wash his shuttle-car!” Keefler protested.

Suddenly the control room hatch cranked open and Cadet Ethan Piper led the way through, Counselor Peterman following.

“Attention, crew!” Peterman called out. “The cable girl has arrived, and I’m sorry to announce that your subscription is over. You’re all to report to the U.S.S. Explorer where you’ll be briskly counseled and reassigned. Likewise, this listening post will be shipped to a sector where it may actually do some good.”

Six deep moans were heard all around the circular control room.

“Counselor, we may have a riot on our hands…” Sparks said, backing away slowly.

“Nonsense,” Peterman said. “They haven’t been eating well or exercising for months. I’d be surprised if they could run from one end of the room to the other.”

“We’ll see about that…” Mindy Schuler said, rising from her seat. She ran at Peterman, and immediately fell over. “Ahhhh! My legs are asleep!”

Johannsen got up and dashed toward Peterman, then stopped to catch his breath. “Achhhh…why bother…”

“You are also to report to the ship’s gym, where you will be put through a rigorous workout prescribed by yours truly.”

“Who…are you…evil…one…” Crewman Daffed, a Bajoran, said, struggling to catch his breath as he walked toward Peterman.

“I’m your counselor. And I will be all the way until we get to a starbase where we can get some good solid treatment for you guys. Sound good? Good!”

“We…”

“…hate….”

“You…”

Then they collapsed to the deck, asleep.

“Well,” Peterman said, walking up to Keefler and Sparks. “That was satisfying.”

“How’d you know they wouldn’t go crazy when you took away their stimulus so suddenly?” Sparks asked.

“Sometimes you make an educated guess. Although I’m sure Piper and I will be busy in the days to come.”

“Piper and…” Sparks said, and looked at Piper, who shrugged.

“I’m switching to a blue-collar field,” he smiled. “Wanna talk to me about your feelings?”

“Not at the moment,” Sparks said. “Can we get back to the ship?”

“Yes indeed,” Peterman said. “Suffice it to say, our work here is done.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58381.4. We’re on our way to Starbase 280, where we’ll deposit the crew of the Bolarus listening post. Their commander, Mr. Frakas, will also be dropped off, with a prescription for rest, rejuvenation, and I’m sure a good deal of time in some sort of support group.

Speaking of which, we’ve finally decided on a course of action as far as Commander Tilleran’s concerned, and I think it will work out to most everyone’s satisfaction. Mostly.



Counselor Peterman stood in her quarters, staring out the window at space.

Baxter walked up behind her, putting his hands on her shoulders. “Morning.”

“Morning,” Peterman said.

“For what it’s worth, about yesterday, I…”

“You don’t have to apologize. I was wrong.”

“I wasn’t going to apologize. I was going to say that I was doing my job.”

“Yeah. Like it or not, at the end of the day, you’re not just my husband. You’re my captain, too.”

“In more than just a ‘what you call out during sex’ sense, yes.”

“Don’t try to be funny. Sex won’t be coming for a while.”

“That’s fair enough,” Baxter sighed. “But believe me when I say Tilleran is going to get the help she needs.”

Peterman nodded. “I just wish I could have been the one to give it to her.”

“Sometimes you just get, I don’t know, too close to something, and you lose perspective.”

“Yeah.”

“Luckily there are people around to help steer you back in the right direction.”

“That’s what captains are for, huh?”

Baxter nodded, and kissed Peterman on the top of her head. “Husbands, too.”



Exhausted, Cadet Natheena Sparks walked up to her cabin and punched the entry control. She almost didn’t see the note attached to the keypad.

She peeled the slip off the keypad and read it aloud. “Meet me in the arboretum.”

She looked left, then right, and shrugged, heading to the arboretum. Her first real away mission was mentally draining, and a walk through the Grizzelian gardenias could be just what she needed.

When she arrived at the arboretum, she found Plato standing outside, leaning against the door.

“Hi,” he said.

She smiled at him. “Plato…”

“I know…I know…” Plato said, holding up his hands. “You’re a Starfleet cadet, and I’m a half-changeling boy…and you just can’t picture us being anything but friends.”

Sparks cocked his head. “You figured all that out, and yet you invited me for a romantic walk in our favorite spot on the ship?”

“Not a romantic walk,” Plato said, extending his arm (it actually extended about a meter, and then waited patiently for Sparks to take it). “A friendly stroll.”

Sparks looked at Plato’s arm with skepticism. “So you’re trying to tell me you’ve given up on trying to win my affection?”

“Nope, never said that,” Plato said, and grinned as Sparks took his arm.

“Well, then by all means, let’s go see some plants.” She smiled and followed Plato into the arboretum. “It’ll be nice to watch something other than Bolian drama for a change.”

“Bolians have drama?”

“Let’s not talk about it.”



“I should go with you,” J’hana growled low, arms folded, wearing her casual off-duty clothes as she stood in the shuttle bay watching Tilleran check the contents of her duffle for the third time.

“I assure you, that wouldn’t make this any easier,” Tilleran said. She looked up at J’hana, her expression softening. “As a matter of fact, it would make it a lot harder.”

“If it makes you feel any better, I don’t hate you for what you did.”

“Yeah, well, sure it does.”

“I don’t understand it, altogether, but…”

“It’s not for you to understand,” Tilleran said.

“I suppose it’s like how I want to kill people all the time, but sometimes I have to hold back that urge and…not kill them. Like members of this crew, for instance.”

“Yeah, it’s kind of like that.” Tilleran smiled, and squeezed J’hana’s shoulder. “I don’t think I can do this with you along, anyway. I have to give this support group everything I’ve got…I have to listen, talk about what I’m going through, all that boring stuff. You’d hate it. And moreover, you’d…distract me.”

“I’m sure,” J’hana said with a toothy grin.

“Besides, what would Commander Richards do?””

“Join us?”

“Very funny. He’s been at your bedside constantly for a week. You owe him.”

“I intend to repay that debt, to be sure.”

“And the people from the listening post…”

“Yes. I will be working them out in the gym in twenty minutes. I doubt they’ll live to see another day.”

“That’s reassuring.” Tilleran glanced back at the hatch to the runabout Passaic, where Lt. Commander Hartley was leaning against the doorway, arms folded.

“You about ready, Ariel?”

“Yeah,” Tilleran said, hoisting her duffel. “I think so.”

“Be well, Imzadi,” J’hana said.

“You too,” Tilleran said, and headed over to the runabout, ducking inside its hatch.

J’hana watched the hatch close, and watched the runabout lift off the shuttle deck, angling toward the parting shuttlebay doors.

The Passaic sailed out of the bay just as Richards jogged up, grabbing J’hana in an embrace.

“Hey there,” he said, kissing her neck. “Did I miss anything?”

“No,” she said with a low growl, nibbling at his ear. “But I sure did. Maintenance closet. NOW. We have nineteen minutes, and counting…”



THE END.



NEXT:



Join Lt. Commanders Tilleran and Hartley as they land on Betazed, in search of a cure to Tilleran’s telepathic addiction. All’s not as it seems on Betazed, however (would you really expect otherwise?) and soon Hartley and Tilleran find themselves hunted by a telepathic stalker. Will they discover the mysterious telepath’s identity in time, or will they be out-thought…out-thinked?




Habits of Mind



“You with us, Ariel?” Lt. Commander Megan Hartley asked, waving her hand in front of Tilleran’s face.

She sat up in the chair next to Hartley in the cockpit of the runabout Passaic. “How long was I napping?”

“About an hour. And I think you were humming.”

“Hope it was something pleasant, at least,” Tilleran said, shifting in her seat and checking the navigational computer.

“It sounded like ‘Aint That a Kick in the Head.’” Hartley mused.

“I assure you, it wasn’t. Given a choice of Earth musicians, I’ll take Frank Black over Frank Sinatra any day.” Tilleran rubbed her eyes as she looked over the console. “Wow, only another three hours to Betazed.”

“Yes,” Hartley said, turning to her own panel. “Looks like.”

“Anything from the Explorer?”

“Nope. Guess things are pretty quiet over there.” Hartley plunked at her controls.

“If I haven’t already said so, thank you for doing this,” Tilleran said, leaning forward on her knees. “I realize everyone’s mad at me. With good reason.”

“Don’t be too hard on yourself. I’ve been reading up. Apparently teladdiction is more common among Betazoids than one might think.”

Tilleran drew her legs up to her chin and hugged them. “It’s not something we like to talk about with outsiders.”

“You think of me as an outsider?”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yeah. Well, the important thing is you’re getting help.”

Tilleran nodded. “Yeah. I’m not sure Counselor Peterman understood that. She seemed more interested in…I don’t know…getting back at me.”

“Her heart was in the right place,” Hartley said. “She just went about it the wrong way.”

“You’ve calmed down since Peterman first locked me up.”

“Hey, it’s not going to do any good to dwell on things, right? I think Kelly realized what she was doing was wrong. That’s why she approved this trip.”

“Peterman approved this trip?”

“They wouldn’t have accepted you at the Elbrun Center without her referral,” Hartley said. “So go easy on her, okay?”

Tilleran narrowed her eyes at Hartley. “Are you all right, Megan?”

Hartley turned to Tilleran. “Are you probing me?”

“Of…course not. No telepathy until I confront my addiction,” Tilleran said. “I’m holding back. Without the nasty chemicals.”

“Good,” Hartley said. “I figure you can get information from me like everyone else does, for a change. Just ask.”

“So you’re sure you’re all right?”

“Yeah,” Hartley said. “It’s just…been a long trip.”

“Want me to take over so you can sleep?”

Hartley smiled at Tilleran. “No, I’ve got it. You can head back to the bunk room if you want, though.”

“Yeah, not a bad idea,” Tilleran said, and ducked into the aft compartment.

Hartley watched her go, then turned back to face the foreward viewports. She glanced back at the door to the aft compartment. “Hey Ariel…”

Tilleran ducked back into the cockpit. “Yes?”

“Nevermind, it’s nothing.”



BETAZED TAM ELBRUN CENTER FOR TROUBLED TELEPATHS



“And how many are checking in?” the demure woman in a pressed baby blue uniform said from behind the front desk as Tilleran and Hartley stood, glancing around at the shiny floors and whitewashed walls of the Elbrun Center.

“Look at my eyes,” Hartley said. “The lack of dark, mysterious retinas should be your first clue. Just the one Betazoid.”

“We see telepaths from a dozen species, not just Betazoids. No need to be snarky,” the woman replied, glancing up at Hartley, and slid a padd across her desk toward Tilleran. “Please complete this.”

“I’ll show you snarky,” Hartley muttered and ambled over to the waiting area. Tilleran sat beside her, silently tapping on the padd.

“Nice place,” Hartley said, glancing around. “Who’s Tam Elbrun anyway?”

“A…somewhat disturbed telepath of some note,” Tilleran said distractedly as she worked on the padd. “His family founded this center, hoping that other telepaths won’t end up like he did…”

“Which is?” Hartley asked.

Tilleran shrugged. “Stranded in deep space living inside a huge, telepathic, spacefaring almond.”

“Well, I wouldn’t call you ‘disturbed,’” Hartley said thoughtfully.

“That’s debatable,” Tilleran said with a small grin. “There, all done.” She got up and headed over to the front desk as Hartley glanced around.

Beside her, a Betazoid boy, no more than twelve, sat staring at her with deep, dark, penetrating eyes. “You’re pretty,” he said softly.

“Um, thanks.”

“Who’s Mirk?”

Hartley rubbed her eyes, trying her best not to think of anything that the apparently telepathic kid could pick up on. She shoved a padd in the boy’s hand. “Nobody. Here’s a magazine, kid. Read up. Ariel, we almost ready to go?”

After speaking for another moment with the receptionist, Tilleran turned back to Hartley. “I have group therapy in fifteen minutes. You might as well head over to the hotel.”

“Any sights you’d recommend me seeing while on Betazed?”

“I imagine this support group is going to be quite a sight,” Tilleran said, taking a deep breath. “But if you must know, the Gethani valley is beautiful this time of year, and it’s not far by shuttle.”

“I’ll check it out,” Hartley said, standing and heading for the door. “You’ll contact me when you get some free time? Tell me how it’s going?”

“Of course,” Tilleran nodded, and watched Hartley go.

“This way, Ms. Tilleran,” the receptionist said, now out from behind her desk and gently touching Tilleran’s arm.

“It’s Commander Tilleran,” Tilleran said, turning and gently pulling her arm free, walking purposefully down the hallway.



“So you just left her there?” Mirk asked, leaning forward on the small viewscreen on Hartley’s desk in her hotel room, in the plush Beds on ’Zed hotel. Behind Mirk, Hartley could see the typical Thursday night hustle-bustle at the Constellation Club. Crewmembers, plied with synthehol, writing against each other on the dance floor.

“It’s not like that,” Hartley said, leaning back in her chair and glancing at the bed, where her as-yet unpacked duffel sat. “She’s got to spend some time with her group, and meet with some of the doctors, is my guess.”

“But she can leave, right? Whenever she wants?”

“She comes back here at the end of the day, yeah,” Hartley said. She scrolled a padd that listed the amenities at Beds on ’Zed. “And if she gets back by sixteen hundred, we can still get the early bird special at the hotel restaurant.”

“Small miracles,” Mirk said with a laugh. “How are you doing?”

“You know, Tilleran kept asking that same thing.”

“It must be hard, trying to quit reading minds, when you’ve had that power all your life, like second nature.”

“I guess you’d know, huh,” Hartley said.

Mirk nodded. “You know how many times I get the urge to lock certain patrons in a subspace pocket when they’ve misbehaved in my Club?”

“You can really do that?”

“Sure, but I’m pretty sure they’d suffocate instantly.”

“Well, yeah, then don’t do that.”

“It’s all about discipline. As I’m sure Commander Tilleran will be learning.”

“Meanwhile, I’ll be sightseeing,” Hartley said, leaning her chin on her fist. “Damn. I should be back on the Explorer refitting the phase decouplers, something to make myself useful.”

“THIS is useful, kumquat. Ariel needs you now more than ever. You know that you’re the only one on board who could have gone through this with her. Nobody’s closer to her than you are.”

Hartley sighed. “One person is.”

“Yes, well I guess there’s such a thing as…too close.”

“Say, Mirk…”

“Yes, boysenberry?”

“When we…if we…ever have kids, is there a chance one of them will end up telepathic?”

Mirk shrugged. “I’ve never had any telepathic abilities, per se…but I suppose it’s not out of the question. Why?”

“Just wondering.”

“Are you all right?”

“Yes!” Hartley snapped. “Stop asking. Tell me what’s going on aboard the ship. I feel out of the loop…”

“Well, where to start,” Mirk said, stroking his chin. “Cadet Sparks tried to sneak Plato into the club on couples’ night. That didn’t go over too well with Doctor Browning, or the captain…”

“At least he’s not still chasing after me,” Hartley muttered.

“Ever since J’hana woke up, she and Richards are inseparable. They’re everywhere together.”

“Who’d have thought?”

“Surely not me, but then again, I’m just the bartender.”

Hartley touched her screen. “You’re much more than just the bartender.”

“Why, Commander Hartley…”

“You’re also my number one cabana boy.”

“And don’t you forget it. Ready to oil you up as soon as you get back…”

“And as I digest that thought, I’m off to dinner by myself…”

Mirk nodded. “Okay, meanwhile I’m…” He glanced to the side. “Yes, I’m off to clean up some vomit. Have a great night, kiwi. I love you…”

“Love you too, Mirkles,” Hartley said, wrinkling her nose. No other time I her life would she be caught dead uttering such a drippingly affectionate phrase, but that’s just what Mirk did to her.

She pushed out of her chair and headed out of her hotel room, determined to have a good time on Betazed by herself. After a nice dinner and a walk, she’d return to the room, Tilleran would come back, and she’d hear all about life at the Elbrun Center.



“Excuse me,” Tilleran said, stepping back out to the front desk.

“Yes, ma’am,” the same woman from before, with the baby blue uniform, said.

“I think you have me in the wrong group, Miss…”

“Mrs…Ziad.”

“Mrs. Ziad. I’m sorry, I should have asked your name earlier.”

“It’s on my shirt. See?”

“Right. Well, Mrs. Ziad, as I say, I’m in the wrong group.”

“Your name again?”

“Ariel Tilleran.”

Ziad looked tilleran up in the database and shook her head. “Tilleran, from the Explorer. Group Six. Teladicction recovery. You’re in the right group all right.”

“But those people,” Tilleran said, her voice dropping low. “I mean, I realize I have a problem. But they’re…”

Ziad narrowed her eyes at Tilleran. “They’re…what?”

“…Disturbed.”

“As I said, you’re in the right group.”

“Now, wait one…”

“It’s painful sometimes to look in the mirror, I realize…”

“But I’m not looking at the mirror,” Tilleran said, her voice growing louder and her pulse pounding in her ears more by the second. “These people need serious help. They’re…dangerous.”

“You are too,” Ziad said, with an air of detached medical concern. “And trust me, you do need help. And according to your itenerary, you have a one-on-one with Doctor Colthoi in five minutes. I suggest you don’t miss it. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have people waiting to check in.”

“Yes,” a voice said from behind Tilleran. “Excuse me…”

Tilleran turned. “Just wait your…” Her eyes bugged. “Crellus?”

Crellus Risello stared back at her, his eyes impassive. “What do you know. And you’re here for teladdiction too, I take it?”

Tilleran gritted her teeth. “You read my mind.”



After a sumptuous meal in the Diner Troi, Lwaxana’s surprisingly successful…and surprisingly affordable…neighborhood eatery franchise, Hartley headed off to check out the Gethani Valley Tilleran had mentioned. She consulted her padd as the setting sun began to sink behind the distant mountains. The map outlined several interconnecting footpaths that would lead her down into the valley, and past some truly breathtaking views.

As she descended, the terrain inclined at a manageable grade, the greenery around Hartley thickened. Sparse plants gave way to large, thick- rooted, expansive trees that cast impressive shadows along the footpath. The shadows were augmented by the long, orange light of the setting sun.

A light breeze passed through the trees and Hartley took a deep breath, inhaling the sweet, pleasant air.

Twigs snapped behind her.

Hartley froze in her tracks. She knew when she was being followed. Certainly didn’t have to be a telepath to figure that out.

She whirled quickly, determined to catch her pursuer in mid-stalk, and ask him what exactly his plans were. She was reasonably confident she could quite handily beat up the average Betazoid, if it came to that.

But there was nothing behind her. Just the wind whistling through the trees.

Hartley shrugged and continued on her way down the footpath. Perhaps she was just hearing things. Maybe she was on edge for other reasons.

To think, that someone would follow her, of all people. What would anyone have to gain by following…

More twigs cracked behind her and Hartley whirled again.

And came face to face with Lt. Commander Tilleran.

“AHHHH!” Hartley shrieked, balling her fists and putting them in front of her.

Tilleran stepped back. “Megan?”

“Sorry,” Hartley said, lowering her shoulders. She took a deep breath. “You scared the crap out of me. Why’d you sneak up on me like that?”

“I wasn’t sneaking. I was just enjoying the path.”

“Uh-huh,” Hartley said. “Well, did you enjoy your session?”

“I’d rather not talk about it,” Tilleran said. “Not, I mean…until I have time to process everything. Figure it out for myself, you know.”

“Yeah, sure,” Hartley said. “Take your time. We’re not going anywhere until you’re back on the right track, whatever that means.”

“When I figure it out, you’ll be the next to know,” Tilleran said, picking up step next to Hartley.

“Did you meet anyone interesting?” Hartley asked in a feeble attempt to make conversation.

“Actually, yeah…Crellus Risello.”

“Crellus? That guy who you were sworn to marry when you were both two?”

“Promised, but yes, that’s the gist of it. Same Crellus, too. Arrogant previk.”

“What’s he in there for?” Hartley asked.

“The same reason I’m there,” Tilleran said, glancing around as the surrounding shrubbery gave way to the broad, dipping Gethani Valley.

“Weird,” said Hartley. “What are the odds?”

“Apparently, pretty good, I guess,” Tilleran said. “Anyway, Crellus had begun using his telepathy to alter business transactions. To convince buyers that they were getting more for their money than they really were, or to get sellers to lower their price.”

“I take it they don’t approve of that sort of thing on Betazed.”

“Obviously. Century Twenty-Five has been suspended from doing business until a full investigation can be launched. Crellus’ board of directors ordered him to the Elbrun Center. He checked in today, same day I did.”

“Sounds a little too convenient if you ask me.”

“Well, regardless, this just became a whole other thing.”

“How are you going to deal with it?”

“With a renewed sense of vigor and an eagerness to get healthy and get out of this place.”

“That’s the spirit. So did you get a chance to meet one on one with one of the doctors?”

“No. I kind of…skipped…that meeting.”

“Ariel! How are you ever going to get better if you don’t do what people tell you to?”

“Because I generally don’t like doing that.”

“Well, you’re going to have to change that in a hurry.”

“Easier said than done.”



“How do we want to start today?” Doctor Colthoi said, looking around the circle of troubled telepaths, hugging his padd to his chest.

“By ramming a spike through your skull?” said Gol Serani, who in Tilleran’s judgment was by far the most disturbed of those in her group.

“Thank you for saying it without telepathically making me think I actually have a spike in my head,” Colthoi said, then his eyes widened and he lurched backward, dropping his padd. “URK! Oh…there it is.”

Two baby-blue clad orderlies hurried up to Serani and stared at him.

“Calm,” one orderly said.

“Calm,” the other one repeated.

Serani’s angry eyes suddenly softened.

“That was silly of me,” he said, trailing off and glancing toward the windows. “It’s a pretty day out there.”

“Excuse me,” Tilleran said, leaning forward. “But can I just make an observation?”

“Of course,” Colthoi said distractedly, rubbing his forehead. “This is an open forum.”

“What are we learning if you just use telepaths to subdue us everytime we let our powers get out of hand?”

“There has to be some method of control,” Colthoi said cooly. “This way seemed to make the most sense.”

“Isn’t it like curing overeating by hitting someone over the head with a sandwich?” An image of Doctor Browning leapt unbidden into Tilleran’s mind, but she shoved it away.

“We’re not here because of overeating. We’re here because we overuse our telepathy,” Colthoi said. “We use it rashly, for selfish reasons, and in an irresponsible way.”

“I don’t believe ‘rashly’ is a word,” Crellus Risello spoke up from the other side of the circle, nodding at Tilleran and giving her a small smile.

“Well,” Tilleran said, looking askance at Crellus. “I just think we would all handle this a lot better if none of us resorted to telepathy. Teach these people that nobody has to rely on it as some sort of…crutch…”

“You bring up an interesting point,” Colthoi said, “although I’m hard pressed to recall any formal counseling training you may have had?”

“They tried to shove that down my throat when I enrolled in Starfleet Academy, but I chose the sciences.”

“Well done,” Colthoi said. “Still, please leave the counseling to the experts.”

“Now just you wait…”

“Now then, since you have chosen to speak up, let’s discuss your case.”

“Let’s really not,” Tilleran said, feeling her anger spike a bit.

“What brings you here, Ariel?”

Tilleran looked around at the suddenly eager, dark eyes in the group. “You’ve seen my case file.”

“Let’s talk about it.” Colthoi consulted his padd. “You’re Chief Science Officer on the Explorer.”

“For seven years,” Tilleran said flatly.

“Brilliant. And recently, in the last few months, you began to abuse your powers.”

“I began to use them. Extensively.” Tilleran glared at Colthoi. “Actually, it felt good.”

“No doubt it did,” Colthoi replied. “And that’s the problem. Can anyone tell Lieutenant Commander Tilleran what she did wrong?”

“Ooh! Ooh!” piped up Lin Sarzhad, the gold-skinned Freesian, who seemed determined to impress the doctors…either to help her get out of the rehabilitation program early, or because she was just naturally a suck-up. Tilleran really wanted to use her telepathy again so she could know for sure. She glanced ruefully at the big sign on the wall that said: “No mind reading…just good feelings!”

“Yes, Lin,” Colthoi said with a dripping smile.

The middle-aged mom of three folded her hands in her lap. “Lieutenant Commander Tilleran violated the free will of others by infringing on their right to do things as they wish.”

“And in doing so, she devalued herself and all Betazoids…all telepaths, everywhere. Very good. What do you have to say about that, Commander?”

Tilleran stared daggers at Colthoi, but she held her powers at bay. “I think you exaggerate a bit, but that’s about the size of it. I would add that I believed in each case that my telepathy was helping people. Countless times I’ve used my telepathy to get us out of dangerous situations or help the Explorer somehow accomplish her mission. My telepathy has literally saved my life and the lives of my crewmates dozens of times. That should count for something.”

“It does, up to, but not including, the moment that you strayed. The moment you used your powers for petty reasons. For personal gain.”

Tilleran stood up. “Is this therapy or a lecture from my father?”

“It’s a way for you to realize the scope of what you’ve done. The depth and breadth of your actions.”

Tilleran’s words were like ice. “I’ve dealt with what I’ve done. I apologized. And now I’m here to try to do something about it. What more do you want from me?”

“You’ve committed an act against humanity. Where does it end? Making someone love you instead of someone else…getting the captain to promote you to first officer? Convincing your mother you didn’t forget her birthday?”

“It ends when I say it does.”

“Yes, because you are in control.”

“Damn right I am.”

“Which is why you blew off our appointment yesterday. YOU didn’t feel it was necessary.”

“Maybe I thought this was all a bit of a joke.”

“Do you still think that?” Colthoi asked.

“I…I don’t need to sit here and get berated by you or anyone else.”

“Maybe it’s because nobody has explained how close you came to the point of no return. To losing total self control.”

“I don’t need you to teach me self control. I have that.”

Colthoi stood up. “Do you?” He walked toward her. “Do you?”

Tilleran stared at him.

“You want to use your powers right now. You want to strike me down. Make me mute. Make me forget we ever had this conversation. Make everyone in the room forget they’ve ever had this conversation. You can do it. You can do that if you like…but it will undo any progress you’ve made here and…it will prove my point.”

Tilleran stared long and hard at Colthoi, then sat down. She leaned back, crossed her legs. “Well. That’s food for thought.”

Colthoi blinked. “Really?”

Tilleran gritted her teeth. “I suppose.”

The room was silent. Colthoi looked around at the other faces around the circle. Crellus Risello’s eyes were fixed on Tilleran, a broad smile on his face.

Colthoi smiled. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”



Lt. Commander Hartley sat out on the veranda of the Beds on ’Zed hotel, sipping kava juice and flipping through the latest Corps of Engineers Monthly. The cover story on Lieutenant Ross of the U.S.S. Kiev was especially captivating. The things people were doing with polymer induction nodules these days!

In the midst of her reading, Hartley took a moment to look up and take in lush, sylvan hills of the Gethani Valley, which the back side of Beds on ’Zed overlooked. The view was panoramic, all-encompassing, awe-inspiring.

The world was silent, peaceful, with a light breeze that teased at Hartley’s hair.

Which is why the rattle of the door behind her was so noticeable.

Hartley turned in her chair to see who was joining her on the empty veranda. Nobody there.

She shook her head and returned to her padd.

Footsteps, coming toward her.

Hartley stood up and turned, looking around the veranda. “Whoever you are, come out here. Starfleet spent four years teaching me to kick ass, and I’m an engineer so I rarely get to put that training to good use!”

The veranda was silent, empty.

Hartley backed against the stone railing that overlooked the valley far below.

<Megan Hartley,> a deep, reassuring voice boomed in her ears.

“What?” She looked around.

<Megan Hartley. You want to jump over that railing, don’t you?>

The voice wasn’t coming from the veranda, or within the hotel. It was coming from inside her head. She reached for her communicator badge.

<Don’t do that. Don’t call for help. Turn around, climb on top of the railing and jump. Just jump. End it!>

Hartley stared straight ahead incredulously. “Who the hell are you? Get out of my head!”

<You know it’s for the best.>

Hartley glanced back at the railing. Slowly, surely, she climbed on top of it, as if her limbs were doing someone else’s bidding. She looked out over the valley, the expansive underbrush, a hundred meters at least, far below.

<Now jump!>

Hartley turned, stood on her tiptoes, and…

“Megan!” Tilleran called out, bursting onto the veranda.

The excitement caused Hartley to teeter, then lose her footing. She tipped, arms spinning…

And Tilleran grabbed her hand, yanking her down hard to the floor of the veranda. They fell in a tangle of limbs.

“What the hell were you doing?” Tilleran asked incredulously.

“I was about to jump,” Hartley said slowly, though she didn’t believe it. “Where’d you come from?”

“I’m here on a break. Wait…jump? What would possess you to do something like that?”

Hartley stared at Tilleran, her eyes growing hard. “That’s what I’d like to know.” She stood up and walked back into the hotel, not looking back.



Tilleran was late getting back to the Elbrun Center, as she’d gone with Hartley to the authorities. Megan had been thoughtful enough to come along with Tilleran on this journey, and the last thing she wanted was for her to suffer because of it. Her family was one of the more noteworthy houses on Betazed, so her clout was helpful in getting Hartley through to see an inspector general.

After hearing her story, the inspector general promised to investigate, but assured Hartley that a Betazoid acting with murderous intent was highly irregular, and suggested there might be another explanation. Hartley hadn’t taken well to that, and didn’t say much to Tilleran on the way there, or the way back, for that matter.

“You’re late,” a voice said as Tilleran dashed past the front gate of the Center’s main building. She turned to find Crellus there, reclined against a sprawling lurva tree, arms folded.

“What does it matter to you?” Tilleran asked, turning to face Crellus.

“It matters a great deal. You’re my future wife, after all.”

“Don’t you ever get tired of that routine?” Tilleran shook her head. “Didn’t you ever think that maybe if you didn’t spend so much time trying to get me to marry you, you might have met someone who’s actually interested in marrying you?”

“The thought never crossed my mind,” Crellus said, and leaned forward with a sigh. “But then again, you know that.”

“I’m not using my powers for the duration of this trip,” Tilleran said flatly.

“You don’t need to use them. We have a connection, you and I, and it goes far beyond telepathy.”

“I’d double check your sources on that one, Crellus. I’m very happy with my life on the Explorer, which I’m sure you’d be all to happy to whisk me away from, if I gave you the chance.”

“True,” Crellus said. “A starship is no place for a beautiful Betazoid with limitless potential. You should be your own master. You should build your own house.”

“There’s nothing my potential likes doing more than serving on the Explorer,” Tilleran said. “That’s my house…it’s my home.”

“And you’re perfectly content there.”

“That’s right.”

“Funny, but I’d think you wouldn’t be here right now if you were perfectly content there. Something had to drive you to abuse your powers the way you did.”

“This isn’t group,” Tilleran said. “More like your weakest attempt yet at winning me over.”

“Hey, we’re all just trying to get better,” Crellus said, with a smile. “I’ll see you inside.”

“Yeah,” Tilleran said, and ducked into the building, casting a curious glance back at the Betazoid entrepreneur.



“I’m honored you would contact me, Commander Hartley, considering there has been no lost love between the two of us.”

Hartley shifted uncomfortably in the pilot’s chair of the runabout. She’d returned to the Passaic once she ’d determined that the Betazoid authorities had no intention of helping her. It was embarrassing for them to even think that one of their own could resort to murder. It was especially absurd to them, Hartley reasoned, since murder was near impossible on Betazed. Your victim, if at all telepathic, would sense you coming as soon as you got within fifty meters. That pretty much spoiled any element of surprise.

“This isn’t about us. It’s about Ariel,” Hartley said, leaning toward the small viewscreen.

“You have my attention,” J’hana said, straightening. “Although, to be honest, you had my attention from the beginning. Because of the tanktop.”

Hartley folded her arms across her chest, suddenly feeling very self- conscious. “Are you going to help me, or what?”

“What is it you ask?”

“Is Ariel…is she capable of violence?”

“If asked to defend her ship, of course she is. But I should point out that her roundhouse kicks are sloppy at best.”

“That’s not what I mean. Do you think she could…snap? Could she hurt someone she loves?”

“She’s already done that,” J’hana said tersely. She looked down a moment, her antennae wilting slightly. “You should be discussing this with Counselor Peterman.”

“I’m asking you. Nobody knows her better.”

J’hana looked up, locking eyes with Hartley. “Ariel Tilleran is capable of many things, but attacking one of her own crew, a friend…no, that is something that she would never do.”

“She’s already attacked us, J’hana. And if you weren’t still wildly in love with her, you wouldn’t be giving her a free pass!”

“Everything is a matter of degrees,” J’hana said. “We all have our dark side, Commander. Each of us hides such darkness, best we can. But deep down, we are all capable of the unthinkable.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” Hartley said. “That’s exactly what I didn’t want to hear.”

“Are you in danger?” J’hana asked, her antennae perking.

“I…don’t know,” Hartley said. “But I’m sure as hell going to find out.”

J’hana’s eyes bored into Hartley’s. “Is there something I should know about?”

“I’ll let you know.” Hartley cut the channel and shoved out of her seat, heading back to the transporter pad. Before she reached the pad, she knelt and flipped open a side panel. She reached in and grabbed a phaser, stared at it for a few moments, as if considering its purpose, then stuffed it into its holster.



“We’re nowhere,” Lin Sarzhad said, drawing her knees up to her chest. “None of you understand what it’s like. The darkness that closes in on every corner of my mind!”

Tilleran leaned her head back and rolled her eyes. “Please. You think you’re the only one with problems?”

“This is what this forum is for,” Dr. Colthoi said. “I’m trying to get at the reason why you all resort to telepathy to try and fix your problems.”

“Because it’s convenient?” Gol Serani said, eyes wild and bright.

“Because it’s fulfilling,” Crellus said, looking to Tilleran. “Because you get a high from it, that you can’t get any other way. Isn’t that right, Ariel?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Tilleran said, staring at the floor.

“I think we’ve hit a nerve,” Colthoi said. “Let’s all agree that telepathy is a useful power. We’re unique in that we all possess this power, and in galactic terms, we’re in the minority. Others envy us for our ability, while they never really think about the toll it takes on us, each and every time we use it.”

“Every time, living on the edge, looking over it into a lovely abyss,” Serani said, trancelike.

“Droning voices in your head, each and every one with different wants and needs. Thought after delectable thought sliding down your gullet…” Sarzhad said, stretching out luxuriously.

“You all are quite bent,” Tilleran said, and shifted in her chair. “I still think I’m in the wrong group.”

“You have trouble belonging,” Crellus said.

“Good observation, Crellus,” Colthoi said, turning to Tilleran. “Do you have a rebuttal for him?”

“That and so much more,” Tilleran said darkly.

“You’re afraid to admit it,” Serani said. “What it does to you…the beautiful taste of other thoughts…swallowing each one…” He turned to Sarzhad, who beamed as she stared back at him. The two leapt at each other, falling to the floor in a mass of flailing, passionate limbs.

Colthoi cleared his throat. “Hrm. Well, that’s not exactly what I had in mind for this session.”

“Glad to see one couple is rising to the occasion,” Crellus said, taking in the scene with detached amusement, as orderlies plucked the pair apart.

“Calm,” one orderly told Serani, as the other talked to Sarzhad.

“It’s important we don’t fall prey to instinct,” said Colthoi. “We have inhibitions for a reason. Sometimes inhibition is a good thing, wouldn’t you say, Commander Tilleran?”

“By now you surely must realize I could care less what you have to say,” Tilleran said.

“I’d think you of all people would welcome this opportunity,” Colthoi replied. “You’re Starfleet. You’re supposed to hold yourself to a higher standard.”

“Which is why I don’t understand why I’ve been lumped in with people who are so obviously…bent.” Tilleran shook her head. “Everything is a matter of degrees. I don’t need this kind of help. I just need to…find center.”

“Yes, center,” Serani said in a daze. “That sounds good.”

“Then it sounds like our goals are aligned, after all,” Colthoi said cooly.

“Yes, it does,” Crellus said, looking at Tilleran.

Coltohi slapped his legs and stood up. “Well then, time for afternoon tea and florpox. Let’s meet back in fifteen minutes, shall we? I’m really excited about the progress we’re making here.”



Hartley smiled to herself as she looked both ways in the empty janitorial access corridor of the Elbrun Center and then climbed up the ladder into the maintenance duct above. Engineering was pretty much the same everywhere, be it starship or mental rehabilitation facility. You just had to know where to look to find a duct to crawl into.

As she shimmied along the duct, twisting to withdraw her tricorder, she wondered about the wisdom of her actions. What other choice did she have, really? The authorities had already shown an unwillingness to help her. Tilleran had problems of her own. And she wasn’t even sure if she trusted Tilleran, in her current state. And that was hard to swallow.

Her plan was simple: Get hard proof that someone in the Elbrun facility was acting abnormally, even dangerously, and give it to the inspector general. Then…whoever it was… could get the help that she (or he) truly needed. Talking was all well and good, but maybe it was time to up the ante. Maybe it was time that Betazoids admitted that guy Elbrun wasn’t an isolated case. There were some in their ranks who just couldn’t take the responsibility that came along with telepathy. Couldn’t handle it. And someone had to do something about it. Yeah, Betazed had pretty waterfalls, but what good were pretty waterfalls when there were crazed telepaths trying to shove you over the edge of them?

Hartley was stirred from her thoughts when she saw a blip on her tricorder. Someone directly beneath her, in an (until recently) empty activity room.

The readings were Betazoid, for sure. Hartley turned up the gain on the tricorder and aimed its sensors down into the room. She got a perfect overhead image of the room and its occupant. Dark haired. Female. If she could only get a look at the…face.

On the tricorder’s screen, suddenly, Ariel Tilleran glanced up at her.

<Come down from there,> a voice said in her mind.

“No!” Hartley replied audibly, shutting her tricorder and moving through the duct. There was an access hatch five meters ahead. She had to make sure it was locked, or…

The hatch flipped open. Tilleran’s head emerged, and she turned to look at Hartley impassively. “What are you doing in here?”

“Looking for clues,” Hartley said, reaching down to her hip, fumbling for her phaser.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

“I’m trying to get answers, figure out who’s trying to kill me.”

“You’re being paranoid, Megan. Nobody is trying to kill you. Come down here so we can talk about this like civilized people. Like friends.”

Hartley stared at Tilleran.

“We are friends, aren’t we?”

“Of…course.” Hartley worked her fist around the phaser’s handle.

“Then why are you thinking about pulling out that phaser?”

“I thought you weren’t supposed to be using your powers.”

Tilleran’s eyes turned cold. “You’re not supposed to be crawling around these ducts spying on us either. That’s not stopping you, is it?”

“You need help.”

“You need to come here.”

“No!” Hartley shouted, scooting backward in the duct, reaching for the phaser.

<COME. HERE.>

Suddenly Hartley felt herself stop, then begin to inch forward. Her limbs were moving, but she wasn’t controlling them.

“No,” she said. “Ariel, you can’t do this.”

“I’m not doing anything,” Tilleran said, withdrawing from the hatch, giving Hartley room to climb out behind her.

Hartley felt herself climb down from the hatch and leap to the floor, standing opposite Tilleran in the dim activity room, but she wasn’t at the controls anymore. She could feel another mind, like a fist, wrapped around her mind, controlling her every move.

“Ariel, what do you think you’re doing?” Hartley’s hand shook as she tried to grab the phaser. “You can’t seriously think…you wouldn’t…”

“Wouldn’t what?” Tilleran said. “Just what do you think I’m capable of?”

“I…” Hartley shook her head. “I don’t know anymore.”

Suddenly a hand slapped her face. Hartley was alarmed to discover it was her own.

“You shouldn’t hit yourself. Not good!” Tilleran said, circling her.

Hartley gritted her teeth as her arms flailed with a will of their own, smacking her left, then right. “Don’t DO this, Ariel!”

“Why not? It’s quite a bit of fun.”

“This isn’t you. It’s not you!”

“Then who is it?”

“You need HELP, Ariel! Let these people help you.”

“Help me what? Be a better Betazoid? What I’m doing now is what we’re born and bred to do. Do you know the kind of control it takes to take over another person’s mind? Erase their free will? It takes years of practice. Only the high-end telepaths can do it! Is it any wonder such power drives us mad?”

Hartley stared hard at Tilleran. “Fine then. Just finish me off. Forget our friendship, your life back on the Explorer. Everything you’ve ever worked for.”

Suddenly the door to the activity room busted open, and a tall, lean silhouette appeared in the doorway.

“STOP!” a voice called out.

And Ariel Tilleran stepped out of the shadows, reached down, grabbed a lunch tray off a nearby table, and slammed it hard upside the head of the other Ariel Tilleran, who fell like a sack of fresh florpox to the ground.

Hartley trembled there, staring in disbelief at the newly-arrived Tilleran, and glanced down to find a gold skinned woman lying insensate on the floor, right where the murderous other Tilleran should have been.

“Megan…” Tilleran said, reaching out a hand and moving toward the engineer, whose knees shook.

Hartley’s eyes rolled back, and she pitched to the ground in a dead faint.



Foggy reality blossomed in front of Hartley’s eyes; quite suddenly after that, as a Betazoid male ran a sensor over her forehead and jotted something down on a padd.

“She’s fine. Just a little extra nerosensor activity, which is quite common after an intense telepathic attack.”

“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry,” a voice said, and Hartley leaned up on her biobed, to see the gold-skinned woman sitting on the biobed next to her, glowing restraining bands around her wrists and ankles. “I get that way sometimes.”

“Thank you, Doctor Colthoi,” Tilleran said, standing beside Hartley and peering at her with concern. “You’ll administer fleranin and monitor for a few more hours?”

“Yes,” Colthoi said, and turned to Tilleran. “All in all, your friend’s quite lucky.”

“How do you figure?” Hartley asked groggily, rubbing her head.

“Telepathic impression is rather rare, but usually, when the subject is channeling such intense emotions, the results are somewhat…deadly.”

“I don’t understand even half of anything you just said,” Hartley muttered.

Tilleran looked from Hartley to the gold-skinned woman. “Sometimes high-end telepaths, especially those with emotional problems, can ‘channel’ the emotions of others. Usually these emotions must be very strong in order for such a thing to happen. They have to be strong emotions. Passion, jealousy…anger.” She glanced at the floor a moment, then looked back up at Hartley. “As near as we can figure, Ms. Sarzhad here picked up on some very strong violent intent from someone within reach of her telepathic capabilities.”

“In Lin’s case, her telepathic reach is rather large. She was in another part of the complex when you arrived here with Commander Tilleran. She must have picked up on your repressed anger then, and…telepathically…stalked you…thereafter,” Colthoi said. “Fascinating, really. Someone should write a paper…”

“Yes, ‘How a Crazed Telepath Nearly Killed My Best Friend,’ by Ariel Tilleran. A best seller in the making,” Tilleran said wryly.

“I was thinking I’d write it, actually,” Colthoi replied with a grin.

“So…wait a minute,” Hartley said, sitting up. “Are you telling me that…*I* caused this to happen?”

“Oh yes. It’s most definitely your fault,” Colthoi said. “You should be more careful with your emotions.”

“SHE nearly killed ME!” Hartley said, pointing at Sarzhad.

“Hey, I said I’m sorry,” Sarzhad said sheepishly.

“When you broke into the Elbrun Center, your proximity must have set her off,” Tilleran said. “She came to find you to…um…finish the job.”

“Lovely,” Hartley said. “And she used mind control to convince me she was you. And then, as you, she’d, what, kill me?”

“Oh, no,” Colthoi said, shaking his head. “Quite the opposite. She was going to force YOU to kill HER. As I said, she was channeling your desire to kill…” He pointed dismissively at Tilleran. “Your friend here.”

“I don’t want to kill her!” Hartley snapped.

“Maybe not literally,” Tilleran said. “But I get the feeling you’re a lot more pissed at me than you’ve let on.”

“What gave you that idea?” Hartley asked.

Tilleran’s eyes darted over to Sarzhad, who held out her bound wrists and made a stabbing motion with her fists. “That,” Tilleran said flatly.

“As I said, your emotions would have had to be quite strong to elicit Sarzhad’s response,” Colthoi said. “You should be glad that Ariel heard the commotion and came in to help.”

“I didn’t hear anything,” Tilleran said, turning to Colthoi. “I sensed Megan’s fear and terror from the other side of the building and I came running.”

Colthoi gave a disapproving frown. “I thought we agreed you’d stop using your emotions for now.”

“WE didn’t agree to anything,” Tilleran said. “You’ve told all of us to stop using our emotions because you mistakenly think that’s the key to curing us. Your first mistake is that there’s nothing to cure. We just need someone to talk to. And we need to understand that our abilities aren’t evil. They are only what we make of them. In this case, my abilities saved Megan’s life!”

“Yes, but you have to learn how to use them, not abuse them. That’s what we’re trying to do here…” Colthoi sputtered in reply.

“No,” Tilleran said. “You somehow want us to feel guilty for our telepathy. Maybe if Sarzhad here wasn’t trying so hard to subdue her abilities, she wouldn’t have flipped out on Megan like that.”

“Still, you have no psychological training to back that claim.”

“I don’t need any. And I don’t need to hide behind my telepathy. I need to accept responsibility for what I did. I was wrong.” She turned to Hartley. “I was wrong, using my powers like that. Plain and simple. I’m so, so sorry.”

“Yeah, well…” Hartley patted Tilleran on the shoulder. “Don’t let it happen again.”

Tilleran took Hartley’s hand as the engineer scooted off the biobed. “I don’t intend to.”

“Where are you going?” Colthoi asked.

“I checked myself in here voluntarily, and I’ll check myself out voluntarily. See you around, Doctor.”

“But you can’t just leave!”

“Sure she can,” Hartley said. “Back to the runabout, Ariel?”

“You read my mind,” Tilleran said, staring at Colthoi as she and Hartley walked out of the room.

The two walked down the corridor in shared silence, until Tilleran broke the silence.

“The telepathic imprinting provoked Sarzhad into a murderous rampage.”

“Yeah,” Hartley said with a nod.

“So does that mean you felt…murderously mad at me?”

“No, but I was pissed. Still am.”

“Well…”

As they approached the end of the corridor, they came face to face with an expectant Crellus Risello.

“I heard what happened!” he said, looking to Tilleran, taking her arm. “Are you all right?”

“Um, I’m the one who was telepathically stalked and nearly killed,” Hartley pointed out.

“And I’m fine,” Tilleran said flatly. “I wish I had time to talk. But we have a runabout to catch.”

“You’re leaving?” Crellus asked.

“Yeah. It’s…” she sighed. “It’s just time. I got what I needed here, and the things I need to work on, I’ve got to do alone.”

“I see,” Crellus said. “I can understand that.”

“Nothing personal,” Tilleran said. “Good luck with your rehabilitation.”

“Thanks. See you around, I guess.”

“Not so much,” Tilleran said. “You ready to go Megan?”

“Yeah…” Hartley said, watching Crellus as she and Tilleran walked off.



“We still have a week of administrative leave left,” Hartley said, looking at the controls of the Irawadi as she steered it out of Betazed’s orbit. “Want to take a little vacation?”

“I guess we both could use one,” Tilleran said. “But do you think it’s appropriate given the circumstances?”

“I think it’s appropriate especially given these circumstances.” She checked her panel. “Corsica’s not far from here.”

“I’ll lay in the course,” Tilleran said, a small smile spreading across her face.

After a few moments of silence, broken only by the Irawadi’s beeping consoles and humming engine, Tilleran spoke up. Crellus had interrupted them before they’d had a chance to finish their conversation.

“You really were mad at me.”

“Yeah,” Hartley said, looking ahead at the viewport at the starfield ahead.

“And as mad as you were, you still wanted to help me.”

“Well, yeah. That’s what friends are for. I guess you’re lucky to have someone like me, eh?”

“Sure am,” Tilleran said. “Look, as far as my…treatment…”

“I’m prescribing you a week of relaxation with a close friend. You’re still going to talk about your problems, but to your best friend instead of some support group of strangers.”

“They weren’t all strangers,” Tilleran said thoughtfully.

“Yeah,” Hartley said. “What about Crellus? Don’t you think he might need someone to talk to, same as you? I mean, besides the support group?”

“He’s a nuisance. I don’t wish him ill, but I don’t need the complication of him coming back into my life. I’ve gotten along just fine without him for some time now.”

“Are you sure? He seemed….I dunno, he seemed truly concerned about you. I’d think you can use as many people like that as you can find.”

“He wants me to marry him, and that’s never going to happen. So I don’t see the point in communicating with him.”

Hartley shifted in her seat to face Tilleran. “He’s going through a problem not so different from the one you’re dealing with. He knows you reasonably well and cares about you to some extent…and you don’t see the point in communicating with him?”

Tilleran sighed. “You’re a pain in the ass when you’re right. But…even if I did occasionally talk to him…that doesn’t mean I have to marry him, right?”

“Of course not.”

“Something else I’ve been wondering. What happens when we get back to the ship?”

Hartley shrugged. “It’ll be different for a while. But gradually, things will return to normal.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Because they always do,” Hartley said with a small smile. “Some things you can just count on.” She punched a control and the Irawadi shot off to warp.

“Yeah,” Tilleran said. “Excuse me for a sec.” She slid out of her seat and ducked into the aft cockpit.

She sat down at the small desk beside her bunk and activated the desktop terminal. She tapped on the screen a few times, then tapped some more.

“Dear Crellus,” she wrote. “I’m sorry I was a little cold the last time we talked. As I indicated, the Elbrun Center just wasn’t the right place for me. I hope that you get the help you need, though. But just in case you don’t get what you need there, in case you find you have no one else to turn to, know that you can contact me anytime. While I don’t intend to marry you, I do understand what you’re going through, and that counts for something. It counts for a lot. And I want you to know…I just want you to know…that you can count on me.”



THE END.



NEXT:



In the history of Star Trek, no adversary has been as powerful or threatening as the Borg. On the other hand, in the history of Star Traks, no adversary has been as mind-shatteringly absurd as the Dawg. So why would they return? Would it have something to do with the survivor of a destroyed colony, rescued by the Explorer? Will they succeed in capturing this golden creature? Not if Counselor Peterman has anything to do with it.




Golden Retrieval



They ran, but still it came.

The captain poured on more speed, but still it came.

Broad and black like onyx stone, it glistened as it plodded after them.

It was alive with many voices, and one.

The captain turned, ducked in a nebula, slung around a sun, but still it came.

The voices cried out in unison.

The cruise ship captain was a hired hand, not particularly skilled in spaceflight. He called as much as he could from the deluxe Dillon- lithium commercial-class warp engine, the pride of its class, Dillon Enterprise’s top model.

Still, it came.

Cutting beams lanced out, carved those priceless engines apart.

And so the cruise ship Boca Raton foundered in orbit of a far-flung world.

It pitched down as the landscape of Flanner Three opened wide below it, hull metal scarring and burning, flames licking it.

More than two hundred well-to-do Federations climbed into escape pods (You were expecting a shortage, weren’t you? Well, it just so happens that there were just the right number of life boats for those aboard…c’mon, cruise ships have come a long way since Titanic!)

An-ny-way…

The Boca Raton, hulking platoon boat of a cruise ship, freed of her human cargo, free fell to the surface of Flanner Three.

Her autopilot did its level best to set her down right, clipping a mountain range in the process, then dipping low, grazing lush tropical greenery, and finally setting down heavily in a dry lake bed.

Flanner Three was uninhabited. At least it was until the Boca Raton crashed there.

To be sure, the Boca Raton was freed of its human cargo. They who spun helplessly above the planet in deluxe Dillon Domiciles, the gold standard in escape pods. The only escape pods on the market with a full bathroom and a little alcove that could be used either as a sitting room or a breakfast nook.

And then it came.

The large black obelisk hung impassively above the floating life pods, scanning them briefly. Unsatisfied with the scan results, it drew them each inside its massive superstructure for further examination.

It hung in orbit a few moments, then shot off into warp, for points unknown.

Back on Flanner Three, the Boca Raton’s lone occupant stared out a small porthole, cocking its head quizzically.

In the morning sky, high above the planet, it spied a familiar shape.

From the small creature’s viewpoint, the massive, threatening object hanging in space above Flanner Three was not threatening at all. It was inviting, comforting.

That massive ship, which held every other occupant of the Boca Raton, looked very much like a great, big bone.

So, the little being did what any good dog would do. She barked at that bone until it shot into warp.

If the dog was smart enough to ask a question, it would probably ask – Was that really a giant space bone?



“Maybe, maybe not,” Counselor Peterman said reassuringly, leaning forward and patting Jean Abernathy on the arm. “In this case, I believe the question is more important than the answer.”

“Hmmm?” Abernathy asked distractedly, glancing back at Peterman.

“The question,” Peterman said patiently. “It’s more important than the answer.”

“And what’s the question?”

“You just asked it. Do you want to kill your students?”

Abernathy straightened the folds on her skirt thoughtfully. Her matronly shape and kind, round face hid a surprisingly smart but unstable mind that Peterman found fascinating… from a counseling standpoint, anyway.

“No. Nope, definitely not,” Abernathy said after some consideration. “I don’t want to kill them.”

“Good,” Petersen said, smoothing her slacks. “Then I can say we’re making prog…”

“Maybe maim. Yes, I’d like to maim them.”

“No, no no,” Peterman said. “Time out. You can’t maim them either.”

Beside Peterman, Cadet Ethan Piper gaped at the counselor, then looked at Abernathy. “You realize they’re just little kids, right?”

“Have you spent much time with them, Cadet?” Abernathy asked. “Would you like to speak with them tomorrow? They love the smell of fresh meat…I, uh, mean…new teachers.”

“No!” Peterman called out, slinging a protective arm in front of Piper. She had taught Abernathy’s class for a couple days and she wouldn’t wish that on anyone. She took a breath and composed herself.

“Impulses are natural. We all have them. But what’s important is that we recognize the wrong impulses and realize that we can’t act on them.”

Abernathy blinked. “Well of course. I’d never hurt my children. Not…actually.”

“That’s what I like to hear. Although I’d like to hear you say it a little more convincingly next time.” Peterman looked at her padd thoughtfully. “We’re almost out of time for today. Would you like me to write you an order with Sickbay for more sedative?”

“Yes, please,” Abernathy said. “It helps with the nerves, and such.”

“How can you live with yourself?” Piper asked blankly.

“Hmm?” Abernathy said, peering over at Peterman’s padd as she tapped in the order. “No, Counselor…double it.” She grinned. “Just for good measure, you know.”

“Right,” Peterman said, laughing nervously. “Sure thing. Just go easy on these. Remember when you ended up in the tree in the arboretum? It took three hours to get you down.”

“Of course,” Abernathy said taking the padd from Peterman and holding it protectively. “Can’t go overboard.”

“And don’t hurt the fourth graders. Be nice.”

“Yes. Use positive reinforcement and reasonable discipline. Like putting them in ‘time out,’ or withholding snacks and toys, or pushing them off a cliff into a shadowy abyss…” Abernathy trailed off.

“Right, except for that last one,” Peterman said, standing. “Same time next week?”

“Could we make it a little later? I’m starting yoga.”

“Good idea!” Peterman said encouragingly patting Abernathy on the shoulder and leading her toward the door to her office. “What a great way to relax and ease that tension. Just remember, when you get one of those impulses….who’s your first call going to be?”

“You!” Abernathy said.

“That’s right. And I’ll be right there to take the axe out of your hand, or whatever.” Peterman ushered Abernathy out the door. “Just remember…count to ten…or twenty if you need to!”

She sighed deeply as the doors shut, then turned to Cadet Piper. “Cadet, what did I say about passing judgment on our patients!”

“Isn’t it pretty clear cut?” Piper asked as Peterman sat down beside him. “She’s going to beat up her fourth graders!”

“Nonsense. Jean Abernathy is just one of those colorful folks on Explorer. She means no harm. She’s just a tad…askew. It’s our job to protect her, empower her to beat back her fears and resist irrational behavior, just like any other member of this crew.”

“But aren’t some people beyond help?”

Peterman reached over and took her mug of hot chocolate off the coffee table and sipped thoughtfully, thinking about Tilleran. She wanted more than anything to comm the Passaic and find out how she and Hartley were doing at the Betazoid rehab center, but she resisted. It was best to leave them alone, and let the specialists do their job.

“I don’t believe so,” Peterman finally said. “Within us all, there’s a chance for us to be better than we are. To slay our inner demons.”

“That’s a nice thought.”

“Plus, we’ve gone through way too many teachers on this ship. You know, because they were either evil, or accidentally caught on fire, or resigned, or whatnot.” Peterman shook her head and stood up. “Anyway, Jean Abernathy is no more a danger to her fourth graders than my llama is to my leather pants. In both cases, we’re just talking about the instinct to do something wrong. Lou wants more than anything to eat my pants, but I’ve taught him not to. Intelligent creatures can decide between right and wrong. That’s what makes us human.”

“But llamas aren’t human…”

“I have so much to teach you.” Peterman shook her head. “But unfortunately I have another appointment.”

“A counseling appointment?” Piper asked with raised eyebrows. “Can I come?”

“It’s actually not counseling-related,” Peterman said. “Besides, we meet with Lieutenant Sefelt after lunch, and you have to finish reading his dossier.”

“I have like four hundred pages to go.”

“Better get going then!” Peterman said with a smile, and ducked out of her office, calling over her shoulder. “Feel free to use the replicator. I’ll be back in an hour.”



As Peterman approached the set of doors in the quiet corridor, she looked left, then right. The corridor was, as usual, empty, save for her. She input a special code, and the doors slid open obediently.

Within the abandoned inventory office, atop the long unused desk, lay a slim, flat tube.

Peterman approached the tube reverently and laid her hands on it. She looked through the window and saw the tube’s motionless occupant.

“Afternoon, Charlie. Sorry I’m a little late. I’m training a new counselor. At least I think he wants to be a counselor, ultimately. You can never quite tell with cadets.”

Peterman had come to this place, at least once a week, for the last two years, except for extraordinary circumstances such as attacks by godlike beings or being thrown backward in time.

She knew that while J’hana was unconscious, Chris Richards spoke to her, feeling it was therapeutic for both of them.

She also knew, that in this case, she was the only one to get something from this daily encounter. Her golden retriever was in deep biostasis, and for good reason.

When the Explorer passed through an anomalous radiation field two years ago, Charlie fell ill, apparently the only being on the Explorer to be adversely affected by the radiation. It seemed nothing could be done to save him.

So Peterman did the only thing she could – she preserved him here. Only Baxter, and perhaps Lt. Commander Hartley (though she never spoke of it) knew where Charlie was.

But still, she came.

The beeping comm system stirred Peterman out of her reverie.

“Baxter to all senior staff. Report to the bridge. We’ve got a…thing.”

“Don’t we always,” Peterman said, and headed for the door, giving Charlie’s tube one last, affectionate tap.



When Peterman stepped out onto the bridge, the crew was already abuzz with activity.

Madera and Sefelt were chatting quietly at the foreward stations, something about heading and speed.

J’hana was scratching her nails ruefully on the tactical panel, something Peterman noticed she did quite a bit, if the scratches on the panel’s surface were any indication.

Cadet Sparks, filling in for Tilleran, rocked back and forth in her chair at sciences, flinging her long, brown strands of non-regulation hair in front of her face and playing nervously with them.

And Baxter was standing in the middle of the bridge, looking over a padd with Commander Richards.

“What’s going on?” Peterman asked, stepping down to the front of the bridge.

“A civilian transport, the Boca Raton, was attacked and crash- landed on Flannery Three,” Baxter said.

“We can’t detect any survivors,” Richards replied.

“You mean everyone died on impact?”

“From what we can tell on long-range, nobody was around during the impact. The ship is deserted.”

“That’s odd,” Peterman said. “Any idea who attacked them?”

Baxter nodded. “Oh yeah.” He glanced at Sparks, giving her a nod. She quickly leaned forward, pushing hair out of her face, and tapped on her panel.

A small, blurry, boxy image appeared on the viewscreen.

“We’ll know more when we get there and analyze the Boca Raton’s sensor information,” Baxter said. “But it looks a hell of a lot like…”

“Yes, I know. The Borg,” Peterman said, staring at the screen.

“Why does everyone have to do that?” Baxter snapped. “Just once, I want to be able to say ‘it’s the Borg!’ But NO, everyone always has to KNOW it’s the Borg already. You totally ruined the moment, honey.”

“Yes, and that’s our biggest worry right now,” Peterman muttered, heading over to her chair.

“Flannery Three’s off the beaten path, but luckily we were in the neighborhood,” Richards said, moving to his own chair opposite Peterman’s and sitting down. “We’ll be there in less than an hour.”

“Lucky us,” Peterman said as Baxter sat down.

“Not to worry,” Baxter said. “We’re professionals. We can handle this.”

“Where’s the Enterprise when you need it?” Peterman asked.

“We don’t need the Enterprise. Need I remind you we fought the Borg and won seven years ago?”

“Actually, our braindead crewman Dean Wilcox fought the Borg and won,” Richards pointed out.

“Well, we…supervised,” Baxter floundered. “We also blew up a Borg ship that was commandeered by a crazed former inventory officer.”

“Actually, it blew itself up when it flew into a sun,” Richards said.

“We sped the process along.”

“Inventory this, inventory that!” Peterman muttered. “That was your job like eight years ago. Why are you still obsessing over it?”

“You okay?” Baxter asked, glancing at Peterman.

“Rough morning,” Peterman said, rubbing her temples. She lowered her voice, glancing cautiously at Cadet Sparks then back at Baxter. “I’m not sure Cadet Piper’s getting it.”

“Getting what?” Baxter asked.

“What we do here. He seems to have this idea that everyone should just be…sane.”

“Wierdo,” Richards said, leaning into the conversation.

“You know what I mean,” Peterman said. “Some people are just…square pegs.” She looked over at Sefelt. “Isn’t that right, little Lieutenant?”

Sefelt turned around and winked at Peterman. “Yeah, Mom. Sorry, gotta get back to work!”

He turned back around and Baxter stared at him. “What the…?”

“It’s a little infantilism thing we’re working on. Really, it’s nothing.” Peterman sighed and clapped her thighs. “Well, unless you need me for the away team, I’m heading back to the office. I’ve got to get ready for…” She inclined her head toward Sefelt. “Junior.”

“That’s fine,” Baxter said. “Just…be on guard in case something odd should happen.”

“Always,” Peterman said, stepping back to the turbolift.



Richards knelt behind one of the main control consoles in the Boca Raton’s operations center, waving his palm beacon at one of the access panels. “I’ve almost got it.”

“Good. I don’t like the dark,” Sparks said, focusing on the readouts on her tricorder to keep her mind off the shadow she saw creeping up by the foreward viewscreen.

“I like the dark,” J’hana said, glancing at her own tricorder. “Easier to sneak up on people and kill them.”

“Got it!” Richards said, as a beep sounded from the access panel and lights came on full in the Boca Raton’s control room.

J’hana snuck up behind Cadet Sparks and grabbed her shoulder. “Gotcha!”

“EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEK!” she screamed, driving an elbow back into J’hana’s stomach, then grabbing her arm and flipping her over her shoulder, splaying the Andorian on the deck at her feet.

“Cadet!” Richards said sharply, rushing over.

“I was just…messing with you, Cadet,” J’hana muttered, hoisting herself up from the floor.

“I’m sorry. I guess I overreacted.”

“It is all right,” J’hana said, rubbing her arm. “Clearly I am not in peak condition if someone of your minute build was able to overpower me so cleanly. Still, you are strong for your size.” She stared long and hard at Sparks. “Strong. And well-built.”

“All right, let’s split up,” Richards said, moving in between Sparks and J’hana, his face reddening. “We’ll cover more ground that way, and it’s a pretty big ship, so…”

“Let me guess. You want me to dig through the computer and sensor records by myself,” Sparks said.

“That’s right.”

“While you and J’hana go sifting through the ship.”

“That’s about the size of it.”

“I don’t suppose abject fear is a good enough reason to object, is it?”

“Afraid not. Don’t worry, we’re just a comm away,” Richards said, patting Sparks on the shoulder and heading toward the hatch that led to the rest of the ship.

“Yes. Call anytime,” J’hana said with a toothy grin, twisting a sharp fingernail through one of Sparks’ long, brown locks.

“Ick. On second thought, I’m just fine on my own, thanks!”



“Just remember, don’t show fear or confusion,” Peterman said, sitting on the edge of her desk as Cadet Piper reviewed his notes. “If he thinks he’s knocked you off-balance, he’ll go in for the kill. Invent a new personality or phobia or something. The key is just listening, offering words of encouragement…but don’t commit to anything! No direct eye contact. But don’t look away from him either. Smile, but not too wide. What else? Oh, are you wearing cologne?”

“A little squirt of ‘Wormhole’ by Quark.”

“Better wash that off before he gets here. He’s deathly afraid of musks. Oddly, he enjoys the flower fragrances. And the fruity smells. But if he gets a hint of musk, he’ll go berserk.”

“Are you sure I’m ready for this?” Piper asked. “I mean I’ve only been on the ship a couple weeks, but Nat and Lieutenant Sefelt dated briefly. She told me some…odd things.”

“Believe them,” Peterman said. “Just remember that as long as we work together and don’t panic, we’ll get through this. And afterwards I always treat myself to ice cream. And a brandy. So there’s that to look forward to.”

“Can I ask you a question?” Piper asked, staring at his padd.

“Sure,” Peterman said, moving around behind her desk.

“How have you done it?”

“Done what?”

“Survived as counselor on this ship for so long? I mean, don’t you just want to flip out sometimes?”

“Sure,” Peterman said. “It helps to have someone to talk to.”

“Yeah, it must be nice having a husband to talk everything over with.”

“Sure,” Peterman said quickly. “Or whoever.”

“Who else do you talk to?”

“It’s really not important,” Peterman said. “Don’t let yourself get distracted. We’ve got a big afternoon ahead of us. Have you gotten plenty of fluids in you?”

“Not yet.”

“Well, get cracking. He’ll be here in twenty minutes. Got to…”

“Richards to Peterman.”

Peterman sighed. “Yes, Commander?”

“I’m back from the Boca Raton. We found something, and I need you in Science Lab Two as soon as possible.”

“Why me? I’m not a scientist.”

“Believe me. I know. But this one falls in your area of expertise.”

“I’ve…got an appointment.”

“It can wait.”

“It’s Sefelt.”

There was a pause. “Have Cadet Piper handle it. That’s why you have a staff, right?”

Peterman looked askance at Piper. “I…suppose.”

“Good. Get up here. Quickly.”

“Very well. Peterman out.” She stood and headed for the door. “Sorry about this. I’ll be back as soon as I can. In the meantime…get to know him. Just relax and see where the conversation takes you…”

Piper watched Peterman go, his eyes widening in horror. “But…”

“Don’t worry about it. Everything’ll be fine,” Peterman said, and ducked out of her office. It was so nice to finally have a staff!



Peterman stepped into the science lab, fully expecting some kind of tentacled alien thing to be staring back at her from within an isolation field.

She was in no way prepared for what she found instead.

“Counselor,” Richards said, inclining his head at the isolation field. Baxter had walked in a few minutes before Peterman, and was already hovering in the back of the room.

As soon as Peterman saw the field’s lone occupant, she dropped to one knee and stared at it. “Is that…?”

“Yes,” Richards said.

“Is she…”

“How’d you know she’s a she?”

“A parent knows,” Peterman said softly, staring into the chamber.

“She’s fine,” Richards said. “Just a little disoriented, I think. But that’s to be expected. No injuries or anything.”

“Let her out.”

“That’s not such a good idea. Cadet Sparks believes we should quarantine her for a few hours while she runs…”

“Let. Her. Out,” Peterman said, and glanced up at Richards to underline her comment.

“Right. Cadet Sparks, remove the field.”

Peterman looked on as Sparks tapped a control, and the circular field around the isolation chamber dropped.

And a fluffy, bear-cub-like, marmalade-colored golden retriever puppy hopped up into her lap and clung to her chest, burrowing her head in.

“Ooooooooooooooooooooooooooooohhhhhhh aren’t you the cutest!” Peterman giggled, rubbing the scruff of her neck and looking in her deep brown eyes. “Look at you! Look at you! Ooooooooooooooh you sweet little snuggly wuggly!”

Sparks glanced back at the bio readouts on the science lab’s control panel. “Is it possible she…infected Counselor Peterman with something?”

Baxter stepped forward, watching the scene with building curiosity. “No. Counselor Peterman is acting perfectly normal. She just hasn’t acted like this in a long while.”

“Yes, you are my little baby girl! Yes you are!” Peterman cooed as she coddled the squirming pup.

“Permission to vomit, sir,” Richards asked, sidling up to Baxter.

“Denied. Swallow it down, Commander. My wife needs this.”

“What about the Borg?” Richards asked in a hushed voice.

“They can get their own puppy.”

“Fair enough,” Richards muttered, watching Peterman with growing incredulity.

Baxter turned to go. “Well, give them some time to get to know one another. Meanwhile, keep looking over the wreckage of the Boca Raton. See if you can find out what exactly the Borg wanted with…”

“J’hana to Baxter.”

“Go ahead.”

“You may want to report to the bridge. We’ve got a…”

Richards and Baxter exchanged a worried glance. “Is it the Borg?” Baxter asked.

“Sort of,” J’hana said slowly.

“For Pete’s sake, J’hana,” Baxter muttered. “Throw me a bone here.”

“Already on it, sir. Just please get up here.”



“She sound rattled to you?” Baxter asked as he rode the turbolift to the bridge with Richards.

“J’hana? Maybe a little.”

“That’s a bit strange for her, isn’t it?”

“Well, it’s the Borg, so…”

“So it’s a great chance for honorable death. She should be thrilled.”

“I’m sure she’s just…adjusting.”

“Think she resumed her duties too fast?”

“She threatened to cut my throat in my sleep if I didn’t put her back on the active roster.”

“Guess that settles that,” Baxter muttered as the turbolift doors swung open. He stepped out onto the bridge. “Well, folks, what have we…” He stopped in his tracks, causing Richards to nearly slam into him.

J’hana rose from the command chair and strolled back to her station. “Now you know why I wanted you guys to come up here.”

“That bone comment I made seems like a terrible pun now, doesn’t it?” Baxter said, staring down the looming, massive bone-shaped, gunmetal-colored, Borg-esque warship on the screen.

“Just another one to throw on the pile,” J’hana said and looked at her panel. “They’re going to be in weapons range in seven minutes.”

“And you couldn’t call any sooner?” Richards demanded, following Baxter to the center of the bridge.

“Didn’t want to disrupt puppy play time,” J’hana said, the last three words dripping out of her mouth like poison.

“From now on, disrupt puppy play time as often as you like,” Baxter said.

“We haven’t heard from the Dawg in years,” Richards said. “What could they want?”

“I’m guessing it’s down in the science lab,” Baxter said, rubbing his goatee thoughtfully.

“Perhaps they’re not the Dawg,” J’hana said. “Maybe there are other bone-shaped super cyberships out there.”

“Nasty sarcasm gets us nowhere, Commander!” Richards snapped back.

“Sex with you is becoming routine,” J’hana fired back.

“What the hell does that have to do with anything?”

“People, people,” Baxter said. “Six minutes till that big bone starts firing animal pellets of death at us!”

“Sir, can I…” Lt. Howard Sefelt said, turning slowly in his chair and raising a questioning finger.

“Let me guess, you’re afraid of cybernetic animals,” Baxter said. “Well, Howie, I’ve got news for you. For once, we’re all in agree…”

“No, sir,” Sefelt replied. “I was going to say I’m actually excited about getting to meet up with the Dawg. Cybernetic animals intrigue me.”

“And you’re not scared of them?

“Not in the least,” Howie shrugged. “In fact, I was about to suggest you let me speak with them. You know, person to dog.”

“We’ll see how it goes, Lieutenant. For now, turn around and…don’t talk for a while.” Baxter sighed. “Just when you think you’ve got a guy figured out…”

“He makes a good point,” Richards said. “We should hail them. See if we can reason with them.”

“Cause that’s worked so well in the past?”

“Just a thought.”

Baxter sighed. “Let’s do it. J’hana, hail the…bone.”

“Opening the doggy door, sir,” J’hana said with a laugh.

Baxter scrubbed a hand over his face and stared at the viewscreen, which quite suddenly became filled with an image of a dozen decks within the Dawg ship. He could see within each deck, a row of half-dog, half- human, half-machine…wait, that’s not right. Make it one-third each…with blinky lights. Yes. Blinky lights.

“We are Dawg,” a chorus of growly voices announced. In the background, Baxter could hear the occasional bark and whine reverberate within the massive vessel.

“Yes, well, we are the Explorer.”

“Explorer. Captain Andy Baxter. Species: Human. Favorite food: Pizza. Sever spinal cord at the third cervical vertebrae. Death is immediate.”

Baxter winced. “Well, you got the pizza part right, so I’ll take your word for it on the other thing. But let’s hope it doesn’t get to that. We want to discuss terms.”

“Terms are irrelevant. The Dawg will assimilate your pets and add their distinctive fluffiness to our own.”

“Yeah, here’s the thing. We can’t let you take our pets,” Baxter said. “We have a counselor aboard who’s quite fond of them.”

“Peterman. Counselor. Katherine. Favorite food: Sushi.”

“Sushi? Really?”

“Sever spinal cord at third cervical vertebrae. Death is immediate.”

“Yes, well, let’s rewind for a moment here,” Baxter said. “If you recall, you once tried to assimilate our pets, along with our counselor. It didn’t work too well. Matter of fact, we blew up your ship last time.”

A pause. “We will add your pets’ distinctive fluffiness to our own.”

“You can’t have them!” Baxter said. “We’ve been through this whole thing before. Don’t make me show you footage.”

“Retrospectives are irrelevant. Negotiation is at hand. You may keep all of your pets but one.”

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Richards said.

Baxter held up his hand. “Which one?” Please be the cat. Please be the cat. Please be the cat.

“We want the puppy.”

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

Baxter felt the high-pitched cry reverberate inside his skull. He turned around to find Counselor Peterman at the back of the bridge, holding the puppy she’d brought up from the lab. Nat Sparks stood behind her, staring at the screen, slack-jawed. “Kelly, maybe you and Cadet Sparks should go back down…”

“Peterman. Counselor. Katherine. Once the spokesperson for the Dawg.”

“Yeah, so what?” Peterman asked defiantly.

“You will give the golden being to us.”

Peterman stared down at the squirming ball of fur in her hands. “Charlotte? No way!”

“You named her already,” J’hana said, dripping disdain.

“Look,” Baxter said, stepping toward the viewscreen. “I can tell we’re at what we humans call a bit of an impasse here. Maybe the best thing for us to do is take a night to sleep on it. Maybe things will look better in the morning…”

“Unlikely,” the unified Dawg voice responded. “We will have the golden being. She embodies the perfection which the Dawg seek.”

“All the more reason you can’t have her!” Peterman retorted.

“They are activating their cutting beam!” J’hana called out.

The Explorer shook suddenly as the Dawg vessel fired a powerful, focused yellow beam at its shields.

“Are you guys okay with this?” Sparks asked, looking around. “Cybernetic dogs? Really?”

“Not now, Cadet,” Baxter snapped.

Richards turned to the console beside his chair and looked at the screen. “Shields buckling!”

Baxter recoiled. “Five years since we’ve seen these guys, and our shields haven’t improved any?”

“Take it up with Hartley!” Richards said.

“Well, I guess they could have improved their cutting beams over the years. That would make sense.”

Peterman grabbed Baxter with her arm that wasn’t currently cradling Charlotte and started shaking him. “Andy, you have to do something!”

“I’m thinking!”

“Sleep on it?” Richards muttered. “Are you kidding?”

“I didn’t see you offering any helpful suggestions,” Baxter said as the deck rattled beneath his feet.

Suddenly, two humanoid, bionic dogs materialized at the center of the bridge with a green shimmer. One a tall, proud, dalmatian, the other a squat, furry Pekingese.

Sparks saw the animals and instinctively ran to the science console. “I’ll try to catch them in an isolation field.”

“Bridge to security. Intruder alert!” Baxter called, walking toward the Dawgs. The dalmatian batted Baxter aside as if he weighed nothing, sending him crashing to the deck.

The Dawgs walked up to Peterman and each placed a paw on her shoulder. She gaped as she and Charlotte shimmered and disappeared along with the Dawg intruders.

“Trace that transporter beam!” Richards called out, helping Baxter to his feet.

“They’re aboard the Dawg ship,” Sparks said, looking up from her panel. “Did that really happen? I mean really?”

“The Dawg vessel is turning away and heading into warp,” J’hana announced, glancing sidelong at Sparks. “Oh, and it appears the passengers of the Boca Raton are aboard as well. One wonders how this impacts their frequent travel miles…”

“This is no time for jokes, J’hana!” Baxter barked.

Sparks held on to her panel, staring at it in disbelief as Baxter turned to Madera.

“Well, don’t just sit there. Chase them!” he snapped.

“You sure?”

“Look at my face, Susan.”

“Right. Warp nine it is.”



“Come.”

The doorway to Chaka’kan’s cabin swung open to reveal Captain Baxter. Steffie was standing beside him, looking up at Baxter trustingly, gripping his han. In the other hand, she held Troxo, her stuffed Tellarite.

“Is there something I can do for you?” Chaka said, cross-legged on his meditation mat in the center of his spartan quarters. The sound of crashing waves played in the background.

“Yes, Chaka,” Baxter said, hurriedly glancing left and right. “You see, I’ve got a problem.”

“Need me to kill more people?” Chaka asked serenely, with no hint of sarcasm or irony.

“No, so very not,” Baxter said, tapping his foot nervously. “Look, I…need you…”

“I need ya Chaka!” Steffie cried out and shook free from Baxter, leaping into Chaka’s lap.

“Thanks for the subtlety, Stef,” Baxter muttered, slapping a hand over his face . “Look, this is very hard to ask. I need you to be a babysitter once again.”

“But…my murderous tendencies…”

“Well, I won’t kid you, Chaka. That scares the hell out of me. But Kelly and I have been talking. We’ve been watching you the last couple months. She’s confident you’re sociopathic stage is at an end. That you’ve found balance…a sense of peace.”

“She has not seen my coloring book, then,” Chaka said thoughtfully.

“Well, be that as it may…Steffie needs you. And so do we.”

“The Richard Simmons hologram is adequate…”

“Steffie can’t stand him.” Baxter sighed. “She doesn’t really like working out that much. And she has this strange fear of spandex.” He shook his head. “She keeps asking for you. I believe you’re ready for this. You helped us out in a huge way on board the Idlewild. You could have launched into a killing spree at any time over there and you didn’t. You acted in the best interest of your crew and…you saved us.”

“You are ready to trust me again, then,” Chaka said, looking down at Steffie.

“If you’ll agree…yes.”

“I shall not let you down. Babysitting, once again, is life.”

“That’s all I needed to hear, Chaka,” Baxter said, leaning down to kiss Steffie on the head. “I’ll be up on the bridge dealing with a…situation…that’s come up. Comm me if you need anything.”

“Indeed.”

Baxter left Chaka’s quarters, and as he walked away, nodded at Ensign Gordon Taft, who stood casually leaning against the bulkhead a few meters down the corridor. “Ensign.”

Taft nodded back at Baxter, patting the phaser on his hip. “I’m not going anywhere, Captain.”

“Thanks,” Baxter said, and walked off.



Sparks was still feeling numb, and a little nauseated, as she sat in the science lab, reviewing the sensor footage from the Dawg attack.

“Hey Cadet, you busy?” a voice asked from the dor.

She started, then turned slowly to face the door, seeing Plato standing there with a floral bouquet. “Look what I’ve got. Gardenias!”

Sparks smiled at the flowers, then caught herself. “Plato, I don’t have time for gardenias right now. There’s…a lot of stuff happening right now.”

Plato stepped into the lab, and approached the console where Sparks was perched contemplatively. He laid the flowers down on the console and looked at her. “What’s going on?”

Sparks took a deep breath. “Something tells me that you figure out everything that’s going on aboard this ship eventually, so I might as well tell you. The Dawg are back, and they took Counselor Peterman and her new golden retriever, Charlotte.”

“The Dawg are BACK!?” Plato exclaimed. “Wow. I’ve heard a lot about them. Don’t worry. If there’s one thing Counselor Peterman knows, it’s pets. She’ll make it through this.”

“Not if we don’t go get her off that ship,” Sparks said. She stared down at her panel. “I’m trying to help the captain find a way to get aboard and rescue Counselor Peterman and the puppy.”

“Any luck yet?”

She shook her head, tangling her fingers in her long hair and turning it obsessively. “Nothing. I’ve stared at the sensor data for hours. Not a single, solitary idea.”

Plato nodded, and stepped closer to Sparks. “Is there a way I can help?”

“I wish you could,” Sparks said softly, reaching out and taking Plato’s hand. “But this is a bit beyond your area of expertise.”

“Too bad I can’t shapeshift all the way into a Dawg,” Plato said. “I could sneak aboard…”

Sparks nodded. “Yeah, too bad…” She looked up suddenly. “That’s it!” She turned and grabbed Plato in a tight hug. “That’s it, Plato! You did it! You figured out how we can get aboard!”

“I did?” Plato asked, savoring the hug, yet confused nonetheless.

“Yes,” Sparks said, and returned to her console. “Now leave me alone so I can work.”

“Sure, um…yeah, so I’ll see you later, huh…” Plato said, and turned on a heel, heading for the door, unable to wipe the smile from his face.



Counselor Peterman found herself standing on a catwalk (no pun intended), overlooking a huge, football field-like expanse within the interior of the Dawg vessel. Within the expanse she could see a row of decks, each milling with cybernetic Dawgs, all, it seemed, capable of sentience and speech. She wasn’t sure if it was a dream or a nightmare. Okay, definitely nightmare.

“You will adapt to service us,” a chorus of Dawg voices howled suddenly in her ears.

“Hey, you startled me!” Peterman snapped, covering her ears. “Why do you people have to be so melodramatic?”

“Melodrama is irrelevant. You will serve the Dawg.” She could hear a high-pitched, insistent whine from within the collective as strobes of red and green light passed over her body.

“What’s wrong, boys?” she asked, shifting gears. A confrontational attitude was going to get her nowhere. “C’mon, fellas…tell Kelly what’s wrong!”

“The Dawg require a spokesperson to ease the assimilation process.”

“Look, if this is about taking over all humankind…” Peterman said with a bored sigh

“Negative. We wish to assimilate all puppykind.”

Peterman’s eyes widened. “No. NO! You can’t just take all our puppies!”

“We will add their fluffy perfection to our own. It is the will of the collective.”

“Well, that’s a bad collective. No no no!” She reached over and smacked the nearest Dawg, the dalmation who’d kidnapped her, hard across the snout. “Don’t you dare assimilate those innocent little puppies!”

The dalmation stared at her, its infrared eye beam passing over her face.

“You are belligerent, uncooperative,” the collective said with a low growl.

“Darned right I am. Puppies bring joy into our lives. They’re innocent and pure… they love unconditionally. They are an integral part of humanoid life!”

“Just give us the golden retrievers.”

“NO! Those are the best ones!”

“This is not a negotiation. You will give us your golden retrievers.”

Peterman screwed her eyes shut. “NO NO NO! BAD DAWGS!”

“This discussion is over. Begin the implantation.”

Ewww, Peterman thought. That didn’t sound good.



“What’ve you got, Sparks?” Baxter asked, jogging into the science lab, Richards on his heels.

“It’s either a stupid idea, or total genius,” Sparks said, perched on the edge of her stool, pushing hair out of her face.

“For our sake, let’s hope it’s the latter,” Richards said.

“Plato and I were talking, and he mentioned something about shapeshifting…”

“You and Plato are talking?” Richards asked. “Really? So something really is brewing between you two…”

“We’re just friends!” Sparks snapped.

“People!” Baxter snapped. “My wife is being probed by furry cyborgs as we speak. Somebody give me something I can use here!”

Sparks nodded. “Sorry, Captain. At any rate, I believe I can fool the Dawg sensors into believing our away team is a group of fluffy, precious golden retrievers.”

“Really?”

“Sure. All I have to do is take the DNA reading from Carlotta.”

“Charlotte,” Baxter muttered.

“Right, whatever. I just need to take her DNA readings and feed them through the holographic imaging system. Then I’ll send it to the transporter buffer. We engage the transporter, beam the away team into the buffer, and integrate the two signals.”

Richards gulped. “Does that mean we’ll rematerialize with, um…dog parts?”

“Nope. With any luck, the Dawg vessel will pick up the puppy readings within the transporter buffer and lock onto them.”

“And redirect the matter stream to their ship,” Baxter said, his smile widening. “I don’t understand half of what you said, but it’s genius!”

“Gee, thanks!”

“Begin reprogramming the holoemitters. Then join me in Transporter Room Two.”

Sparks scooted off her stool. “Hold on a sec! I’m going on the away team?”

“You’re the Acting Chief Science Officer, aren’t you?”

“I kind of figured I would just sort of…hang back and monitor.”

Baxter put a reassuring hand on Sparks’ shoulder. “I know this isn’t quite like beaming onto the listening post. This is much more dangerous. And bizarre. So nobody will think less of you if you ask to be reassigned.”

“I don’t want to be reassigned,” Sparks said, though she could barely believe she was saying it. “I want to go!”

Baxter nodded. “Great. Be in Transporter Room Two as soon as possible.” He turned to Richards. “Chris, have J’hana meet me in the transporter room. Then go back to the bridge and take the conn.”

“Can I talk to you outside, Captain?” Richards asked.

“Sure,” Baxter said, leading Richards out into the corridor.

“Sir…”

“You’re going to try to talk me out of going, aren’t you? Gee, Chris, that’s awful nice of you. But I need to…”

“No way. You’re welcomed to go. Knock yourself out. I was referring to Cadet Sparks.”

“What, don’t think she’s ready for something like this?”

“Combined with the fact that J’hana still isn’t one hundred percent, yes.”

“J’hana will be fine as soon as she gets into a live ammo situation. But what exactly is your problem with Sparks?”

“She’s young, inexperienced. Seeing the Dawg beam onto the bridge and beaming into the middle of their ship are two different things.”

“They sure are. Don’t you think that’s something our young Cadet should experience?”

“Well, yeah, if you want to disturb the hell out of her.”

“Never hurt us, did it?”

“Fair point.”



<Peterman, Counselor Katherine. Welcome to the Collective.>

Peterman felt her knees weaken as she stood on the Dawg catwalk and felt the cortical probe jolt into her brain, firmly attached on the base of her skull. It felt rather like she was wearing a scrunchie really really tight. Except, of course, that this scrunchie actually had tendrils that poked through her skull and dug into her brain, flooding it with electrical impulses.

<Thanks, I guess…> Peterman said as a familiar rush of images and symbols raced across her field of vision, which now was colored red. Her mouth felt dry and she couldn’t help but crave a saucer of milk.

<You are remembering your time as a feline.>

<Something like that,> Peterman broadcasted to the collective, unwittingly licking the back of her hand and smoothing it through her hair. <Look, can we get this overwith. Either assimilate me, or brainwash me, or whatever, but let’s get on with it…>

<The Dawg are experiencing a revolution in thinking.>

<Any way we can do this conversation without the cattleprod stuck in my brain?>

<No.>

<Spectacular. Well, go on then.>

<Where we once sought to diversify our species, collecting all manner of other animals, we now seek a singular perfection.>

<Yes, yes, golden retrievers.>

<They are the perfect being.>

<No argument with you there.>

<Then tell us the location of every surviving golden retriever animal in your Federation’s space.>

Peterman gritted her teeth, her tongue feeling somewhat scratchy. <What makes you think I know that?> she lied. Admittedly, she read more pet enthusiast magazines than psychological journals.

<Divulge the information and we will release you to your people.>

<Release the crew of the Boca Raton and we’ll talk!>

<Um…who?>

<Oh, you didn’t think I’d notice, did you? You forget I can read your crew manifest now.>

<The humans are irrelevant. We will release their escape pods and leave them to drift. Just give us the whereabouts of the retrievers.> The implant seemed to dig deeper into Peterman’s mind. <We know you love those dogs. We know you want them to be safe, aboard our ship. Nurtured, cared for…certain to never die, or become extinct…>

<What do you know about the care and feeding of golden retrievers!>

<WE ARE DOGS!>

<Fair point.> Peterman sighed. <But simply living isn’t enough. You’re depriving these dogs of the lives they’re meant to have.>

<As you have with your dog. Charlie.>

<Stop right there!> Peterman said, resisting a catlike screech. She’d better get disconnected from this probe and quick, before she started growing fur or something.

<You understand the stakes.>

<So tell me what the stakes are.>

The Dawg paused, then spoke authoritatively into Peterman’s brain. <The survival of all dogkind, particularly that of the perfect golden beings.>

<You want Charlie too?>

<He is old and infirm. He is not part of the new order.>

<That’s a relief.>

<Give us the location of the puppies. All of them. Then you will be released.>

<No way!>

<We can cure your dog.>

Peterman froze. <Cure…Charlie?>



“Nat! Wait up!”

Sparks made a purposeful stride toward Transporter Room Two as Plato picked up step next to her.

“Where are you going?” he asked, reaching out to touch her arm.

“I’m beaming over to the Dawg ship to get Counselor Peterman and the survivors of a cruiseliner. I’m finally getting a chance to make a real difference on this ship, and it’s all thanks to you and your crazy idea!”

Plato stared at the deck, at his feet as he walked. “You make a difference to me already, Nat.”

“I know,” Sparks said, and grinned, reaching out to take Plato’s hand. “But this is my chance to do something that…scares me.”

“That’s a good thing?”

“You should do something that scares you every day.”

“Where’d you hear that?”

“It’s just something people say.” Sparks sighed and stopped walking, turning to face Plato. “Look, I know that some of the things Starfleet officers do probably makes no sense to you…”

“My mom keeps baklava in her night stand and eats soup in the shower. I can turn my hand into a hammer. I had a Jem’Hadar babysitter growing up. So I’m pretty good at adjusting…”

“Good point,” Sparks said. “So maybe you can understand why I have to do this–why I’m even looking forward to it.”

“Yeah,” Plato said. “I didn’t come to stop you.”

“Then why are you here, Plato?” Sparks said, exasperated.

“To do something that scares me…” Plato took both sides of Sparks’ face in his hands and turned her against the bulkhead, kissing her deep. After several long moments, he broke the kiss and stared in her eyes, smoothing hair out of her face. “Come back safe, Nat.”

Sparks felt herself blush. She opened her mouth to speak, but found herself without words. She watched Plato walk away, then turned on a heel and dashed to the transporter room.



“Richards to Transporter Room Two. You guys ready?” Richards asked, standing in the middle of the bridge, watching the Dawg vessel blaze ahead of them at warp speed on the viewscreen.

“Ready as we’ll ever be,” Baxter said. “Cadet Sparks assures us this holographic buffer thing will work.”

“Well…just rely on her…months of experience.”

“Don’t worry, Commander. Your girlfriend will come back safe,” Sparks chimed in over the channel.

“Great, she’s making fun of me,” Richards muttered.

“Yep. She’s one of us,” Baxter replied. “Be ready to drop shields, Chris. We’re ready down here.”

Richards nodded, then glanced back at Keefler at Tactical. “On my mark, and not a second sooner, Ensign.”

Keefler nodded. “Yes, Commander.”

“Commander! The Dawg ship is dropping out of warp!” Cadet Mathers said, looking up from the science console.

“Susan, take us out of warp and intercept the Dawg ship,” Richards said. “Find out what the hell they’re doing, someone.”

“A compartment’s opening up on her underbelly,” Mathers said. “Some sort of hangar…”

“Please tell me some kind of massive rubber chewtoy isn’t about to fly out at us,” Richards said, balling his fists apprehensively.

“Negative,” Mathers said. “Nope–actually, it’s the escape pods from the Boca Raton! Dozens of them!”

“Lock on with our transporters and bring them in now!” Richards said.

“Baxter to bridge - what’s going on?”

“Captain - we’ve got the survivors of the Boca Raton.”

“Super, are any of them my wife?”

Richards looked up at Keefler, who shook his head.

“No, she must still be aboard.”

“Then we’re still going over. Make sure you get all the Boca Raton people aboard. Once that’s done, let us know and Sparks will trigger her holo-thingie.”

“You’re still going through with this?”

“Doggone right.”

“Ugh.”



Counselor Peterman felt the depths of the Dawg hivemind. They were telling the truth. One of their ships had visited the same nebula the Explorer had. The retrievers aboard their ship had suffered the same fate as Charlie. But they pooled the resources of the Dawg hivemind, all barking as one, all determined to fetch a solution to cure the radiation poisoning.

And, sure enough, they did. Peterman could almost see it…could almost feel the information on the other side of an imaginary wall, hidden from her by the Dawg.

<Will you give us the location of the other Goldens?> the hivemind resonated in her brain.

Peterman thought about it. <No…no, I can’t.>

<Then Charlie will never awaken.>

<Our scientists are pretty smart too, you know. Except for the crazy ones. Ah, who am I kidding…the crazy ones are some of the smartest.>

<You will never find a cure. Give us the whereabouts of the Golden Beings.>

Peterman screwed her eyes shut. <NEVER!>

The Dawgs whined in her mind. She could feel her resistance buckling. Charlie…

She pictured her beloved companion of so many years bounding toward her, ball in mouth.

So simple, all she had to do was…

Suddenly four blue lights illuminated in front of her, swirling and coalescing into three figures: Baxter, Sparks, and J’hana.

They all stood there, stripped to their Starfleet-issue vests, rifles in hand.

“Great job, Sparks!” Baxter said, looking around. “I never doubted you for a second!” He raced up to Peterman throwing his arms around you. “Honey! Are you okay?”

“I have a fourteen-gauge cortical cable stuck in my cerebral cortex, but other than that, I’m great,” Peterman sighed, falling into Baxter’s arms and wrapping her arms around his neck. “It’s so good to…” She scratched behind Baxter’s neck. “Um….Andy…”

J’hana stood behind Baxter, chortling. “Captain…your ears!”

Sparks looked at the floor sheepishly. “Sir, it’s possible my calculations in the transporter buffer were off slightly…”

“HE HAS THE EARS OF THE GOLDEN BEING!” The Dawg hivemind cried out throughout the alcove.

Baxter sighed, and as he did so, his large, triangular, fluffy golden retriever ears drooped just slightly. He turned to J’hana. “Uh, Commander…”

A long, bluish-pink tongue lolled out of J’hana’s mouth as she panted. “What? What the fwark is everyone looking at?”

Sparks turned. “Nothing, just…uh…” She looked over her shoulder to see a fluffy golden tail swishing behind her. “HOLY JEEZE!”

Baxter glared at Sparks. “Cadet, get my wife unhooked from this leash before we start craving kibble or chasing the mailman!”

“On it, Captain!” Sparks said, her tail swishing nervously as she sidled up to Peterman, running her tricorder over the cortical cable. “Yeah, it’s a simple enough connection. I just need a few minutes…”

“Work faster,” Peterman said through clenched teeth. “They’re sending about a hundred Dawgs to this location…”

“Are you okay?” Baxter said, cupping Peterman’s face.

“So totally not,” Peterman said softly.

“This’ll all be over soon. Work faster, Cadet…”

“J’hana, there’s something I need you to do,” Peterman said. “Two decks down, about a hundred meters to your left, there’s a holding compartment guarded by a dozen Dawg soldiers.”

“Your precious puppy,” J’hana snarled.

“Yes,” Peterman said. “Now fetch her, girl!”

“You will not leave this place,” the Dawg hivemind announced as J’hana bounded off after Charlotte. “Your knowledge of the Golden Ones is too valuable.”

“Well, if you can believe it, she’s even more valuable to me,” Baxter said. “So you can suck on a milkbone, fellas.”

“Resistance is futile.”

“Ahh, that old chestnut,” Baxter muttered.

“Our shields are raised; there is no possible way for you to escape.”

“Oh yeah?” Peterman asked. She squeezed her eyes shut and thought long and hard. <BALL! BALL! BALL! GO GET IT, GO GET IT BOYS!!!!>

“What are you trying to…don’t be silly. We aren’t some mindless…wait. Did you say ‘ball’?”

Peterman forced her way into the suddenly distracted hivemend. She pushed and pushed until she felt something give. With a blink, she knew she had done what she had to do. She turned to Baxter. “I was able to get their shields down, Andy…we don’t have much time before they get them back up again.”

Suddenly, Peterman heard a snap at the back of her head.

“Got it!” Sparks called out, lifting the cortical cable free and helping Peterman step down from her alcove. “You might want to have that looked at…you know, if it starts to itch or anything.”

“Yeah,” Peterman said dully, rubbing the back of her head.

Sparks looked at Baxter. “Sir, we’d better go…”

“Not without J’hana. We leave no crewman behind…” He locked eyes with Peterman. “Or crew…pet.”

“Thank you, Andy…” Peterman said, taking Baxter’s hand. They both heard a sudden chorus of howls to their left and turned to see J’hana running full speed toward them.

“YOUR ATTENTION PLEASE! I HAVE THE PUPPY!” the Andorian called out, holding the squirming Charlotte out in front of her, dozens of Dawgs loping after her down the cramped corridor.

Baxter slapped his combadge. “Baxter to Explorer: beam us out now!”

Everyone looked at each other. The Dawgs neared, closing now from all sides.

Baxter’s ears perked nervously. “Explorer…any time now!”

As the Dawgs drew closer, the welcome hum of the transporter filled the alcove and the away team, puppy in tow, began to dematerialize.

“You must give us the golden one!” the Dawg hivemind cried out as the group beamed away.

Once the team was gone, silence followed. The hivemind watched as the Explorer turned tail (pardon the pun) and ran.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58386.4. It’s been six hours since we left the Dawg vessel empty-handed, er, empty-pawed. So far, so good. For what it’s worth, we’ve posted warnings about large bone-shaped vessels on all the local information nets. Unfortunately, we got a bunch of laughs and ridicule from the nearby colonies for our trouble. Guess we’ll see who’s laughing when the Dawg show up and force them to grow fur and lick their…

ANYWAY…we are making our way to the nearest Federation outpost so we can drop off the Boca Raton’s passengers who are apparently none the worse for wear, and also not in the least…doglike.

Wish I could say the same for myself.



“I like your tongue like that,” Commander Richards said, staring at J’hana over a frothy Senalsian Seersucker in the Constellation Club.

J’hana glowered. “You would. My tongue was fine the way it was.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Richards said. “You have an appointment with Doctor Wilcox to get the dog DNA removed tomorrow, so why not enjoy it while it lasts?”

“Yes, it would be easy for us to go back to one of our cabins…or the Captain’s ready room, or the arboretum, and enjoy my long, snakelike dog tongue.” J’hana licked her lips thoughtfully, which Richards found odd and eerily arousing. “Except I don’t see where the fun would be for me.”

“Oh, I’d make it fun.”

“No. I think that in this situation, withholding sex from you is far more entertaining.” She got up, making a big show of stretching and yawning. “Matter of fact, I think I’ll turn in a bit early tonight.”

Richards stared at J’hana. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

J’hana growled low as she walked by Richards, then turned and leaned into his ear. “Jefferies tubes. Twenty minutes. I won’t tell you which deck. Find me.”

Then she licked the side of his face…a lot.

Richards stared dumbly after J’hana as she walked out of the Constellation Club.

“You all right, Commander?” Mirk asked, walking up with a fresh Seersucker.

“No,” Richards said. “But I think that’s the idea.”

Mirk shrugged. “Well, every dog has his…” He frowned. “No, I’m sorry, I can’t do it. Have a nice night, Commander.”



“Please! Let me play with it!” Plato insisted, rolling Sparks in the grass on the far side of the arboretum, behind the zostera noltii and just in front of a bed of acaena nova-zelandiae.

“No, no no no!” Sparks giggled, slapping his hand away. “We can kiss, but you don’t get to touch the tail. I don’t let boys touch my tail until at least the third date…”

“Awww, man,” Plato said. “You mean all we get to do is make out?”

“And you’re complaining?” Sparks asked, curling up next to him.

Plato laid on his back and looked up at the stars, soaring past the viewport far overhead. “No, not at all.”

“Didn’t think so.”

“Hey, Nat?”

“Yeah.”

“Did you ever think you would, um, maybe not come back from the away mission?”

Sparks bit her lip thoughtfully. Her golden tail curled a bit. “Crossed my mind.”

“Did you think about me?”

She laid a hand on his chest and laughed. “Not especially.”

“Even a little bit?”

“Maybe just a bit.”

“Good enough,” Plato smiled and leaned in for another kiss.

Sparks’ tail wagged gently, then wagged a little faster.



“Will wonders never cease,” Peterman said as she stepped into her quarters, sighing and unzipping her tunic, revealing the grey tanktop beneath.

Baxter was sitting on the couch, Charlotte in his lap, rubbing the scruff on her neck. “What wonders do you speak of? The fact that you merged with a hivemind of fluffy pets, rescued a golden retriever puppy from certain doom, or have a husband with furry ears?”

Peterman flopped onto the couch, leaning over and tugging Charlotte toward her, burying her face in the puppy’s scruffy fur. “No, none of those things. I was talking about Cadet Piper. I just spoke to him. He and Lieutenant Sefelt are off on a guy’s night out tonight.”

“Ah…the old…guy’s night out therapy. Sigmund Freud would be proud.”

“No, no, it’s a good thing,” Peterman said, scooching closer to Baxter. “It means I have the night off.”

“You certainly deserve it,” Baxter said. “You’ve had a rough day.”

“I’ve had worse,” Peterman said, staring thoughtfully at Charlotte.

After a few moments’ silence, Baxter broke in. “So when you were in there, with the hive mind…”

“They had a cure for Charlie’s condition,” Peterman said distantly. “They’d experienced the radiation before; it nearly wiped out a whole Dawg vessel. They created a sequence of antigens that reversed the cellular damage and eliminated the radiation poisoning.” She sighed. “I almost saw it. I was so close. Another second and I would have…”

“Another second and we’d all be drinking out of a bowl right about now.”

“Yeah,” Peterman said, nuzzling Charlotte.

“Besides,” Baxter said, squeezing Peterman’s shoulder. “At least you know now there is a cure. We’re not keeping Charlie in stasis for nothing.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Peterman said. “And at least they didn’t turn me into a cat again.”

“That actually wasn’t all bad, if I remember correctly,” Baxter said, his fluffy ears wiggling.

“Andy!” Peterman laughed. “That was a traumatic moment for me.”

“Yeah, uh, me too.”

“You know…I do have the night off…”

Baxter’s furred ears perked up. “Oh yeah?”

She nodded. “Mmhmm. And you put Steffie to bed a few minutes ago, right?”

“Yep. She played with Chaka all day. She’s tuckered out.”

“And it looks like Charlotte’s getting along well with Fritz and the pomeranians…”

Baxter nodded. “And I don’t go on duty for eight hours….or really, whenever the bridge grew notices I’m missing and calls me up there.”

“So…”

Baxter cocked his head quizzically. “The ears are turning you on, eh?”

Peterman nodded, edging closer. “The phrase ‘the best of both worlds’ comes to mind.”

“Yeah, wonder why that is?”



THE END.



NEXT:



When the going gets tough, the tough make pizza.




The Sweet Sauce of Victory



“She wants what?” Captain Alvin Ficker asked derisively as he paced his ready room, staring at the stars streaking by the USS Idlewild.

“Refined dilithium, sir, and lots of it,” Commander Roland Worthy said, cradling a padd opposite Ficker’s desk. “She said it’s necessary to power her experiments.”

“Has she told us any more about what those experiments are?”

“No. Only that it involves a rather large scale…” Worthy consulted his padd. “Project.”

“Well, we’ve known that would be required from the start,” Ficker said thoughtfully. He glanced up at Worthy. “What do you think of Doctor Drake?”

Worthy shrugged. “She’s an accomplished scientist, although I’m not given to trusting people smarter than me.”

Ficker chuckled. “Smarter than you, is that even possible?”

“One wonders,” Worthy said dryly. “Still, I am monitoring her movements closely. Obviously she has limited our sensor access to her lab, but I’m confident I’ll know if she tries to betray us.”

“Okay. I guess it’s possible. She is…evil and crazy…after all.”

“That hasn’t stopped anyone from joining our crew yet, sir.”

“True,” Ficker said. “I like that about us.”

“Me too,” Worthy said with a capricious grin. “Besides, if she betrays us, you can be assured that my next move will be to vaporize her. Or do something a bit more…messy.”

“Right, well….um, good. Carry on,” Ficker said, waving Worthy away.

Now where to find a large supply of refined dilithium?



Captain’s Log, USS Idlewild,

Stardate 58397.4. We have entered orbit around Etracia, a far- flung world apparently rich in dilithium. I’m told they have a trade relationship with the Federation which is about to expire, so I am eager to…step in…to renew those negotiations. They don’t need to know the whole sordid story between myself and the Federation. Okay, so it wasn’t all great. Come to think of it, why am I even bothering with a log? It’s not like I’m reporting back to anyone. This is just for fun!



Captain Ficker straightened his tunic as he rematerialized in the main hall of the House of Governance of Etracia.

A thin man in blousy cotton, complete with the trademark Etracian horns and puffy tail, skitttered up on hooved feet and nodded a greeting.

“All hail, all hail, welcome thee from the Federation!”

“Yes, well, thank you,” Ficker said dully

“Federationer, we are glad you are with us!” the Etracian continued, stroking his beard. “Are you prepared for the Test of Loyalty?”

Ficker looked at Shank, the Vulcan philosopher, who rose an eyebrow. He guessed that was a shrug. Vulcans raise their eyebrows at everything, so it was usually very hard to figure out what they meant by the gesture.

“I’m glad I brought you along. You’ve already been so useful,” Ficker quipped. He turned to the Etracian. “If that’s what we need to do to get the dilithium, then by all means. Test our loyalty!”

“Fantastic!” the Etracian said, grinning. “Right this way! I am Porphon, by the way, at your service.”

“Alvin Ficker, U.S.S. Idlewild,” Ficker said, narrowing his eyes skeptically. “This…Test of Loyalty…doesn’t involve torture or anything does it?”

“Certainly you’ve studied the Test of Loyalty before approaching Etracia,” Porphon said as they walked toward the chamber at the end of the great hall.

Ficker exchanged confused looks with Lt. Prouse, his tactical officer, and Lt. Snodgrass, one of the first people he recruited to the Idlewild. Crewmembers were still trying to figure out what it was exactly that Snodgrass did, but his loyalty to Ficker was unquestioned.

“I’ve got the gist,” Ficker said. “Of course, I’d love to hear what your…exalted…leader has to say about it. You know, just to get his take on the whole….test… thing.”

“I’m sure our leader has much to say about the Test of Loyalty. He’s been anticipating this moment for the last seventy zalnaks. All of Etracia is looking to you, to find out the results of the test. Scores of my people have flocked to the capital city to watch you undergo the test first- hand.”

“Great,” Ficker said. “Then by all means, let’s have at it.”

Porphon led Ficker, Snodgrass, Shank and Prouse through the large double doors into the main chamber of the Etracian capital city. “Great Autarch, I present Captain Alvin Ficker, of the Federation Starship Idlewild. The Captain and his team wish to undergo the Test of Loyalty.”

Because the great hall was essentially one large, acoustically perfect chamber after another, all who entered the main hall could hear the sounds within the Autarch’s chamber.

And although nobody heard the Autarch describe Ficker’s assignment, everyone within fifty meters of the main hall heard his reaction.

“WHAT THE HELL??????”



Commander Worthy stood at the center of the Idlewild’s bridge and watched the pinkish Etracia Five spin lazily on the viewscreen. “Anything yet?” he asked, glancing back at Ensign Molly Prince at tactical.

“Negative,” Prince said, glancing up from her scans, her eyes narrowed to slits. “But then again, you know how hard it is for me to read these panels, so nearsighted and all.”

Worthy shuddered. For a young woman, Prince was terribly cross- eyed, and near-sighted. “Yes, you’ve told me many times, which is why we usually have you on security detail. But, as you know, Lieutenant Prouse is planetside, so you are the next available officer.”

“Honored to serve!” Prince said, blinking and squinting at Worthy.

“Great. Contact the Etracian headquarters again and demand that I speak with Captain Ficker. Tell them we will fire on their capital if they don’t reveal the captain’s whereabouts.”

Prince leaned down, her eyes nearly touching her panel. “I think I’m spelling this right. Hold on….no, that’s not right. There we go! Sending message!”

“You can imagine my relief,” Worthy muttered.

“We’re getting a reply! They’re critiquing my spelling.”

“Anything else?”

“Yes. Do you want it on screen?”

“YES!”

“You don’t have to get snippy.” Prince punched a control. Music came to life on the bridge, a rousing polka. “Darn. Wrong button. That’s my polka mix.”

“We’ll discuss that later,” Worthy said between gritted teeth as Prince punched more buttons and the Etracian foreign minister appeared on the viewscreen.

“Porphon here,” the goateed Etracian said, smiling placidly.

“We want to know what you’ve done with our away team.”

“Done? Don’t you know? They’re undergoing the Test of Loyalty!”

“And how long is that supposed to take?”

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you that.”

“And what,” Worthy said testily, “is the Test of Loyalty?”

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you that.”

“Is Captain Ficker in danger?”

“I’m afraid…”

“…you can’t tell me that either,” Ficker finished for him.

“Oh, fergatz, no,” Porphon said. “Your away team is in no danger whatsoever.” He leaned in toward the viewscreen. “That is, of course, as long as you do nothing to interfere with the Test of Loyalty. Are we clear?”

“Very,” Worthy said slowly. “Idlewild out.”

“Well, what now?” Prince asked from behind Worthy.

“We wait. And we hope the Federation doesn’t plan to come calling on this particular protectorate any time soon.”



THREE DAYS LATER U.S.S. EXPLORER



Captain Baxter walked into Space Tastes and found Counselor Peterman and Doctor Browning already eating lunch.

“Hello all,” he said, pulling up a chair beside Peterman. “Chicken salad today?”

“Extra creamy, just like you like it,” Browning said with a smile, and waved at Imhala, her Yynsian waitress. “Imhala, go ahead and get the Captain’s blue plate special!”

“I still don’t get that,” Baxter said. “The plate’s not blue.” He sighed as he watched Imhala glare at him and duck back into the kitchen. “Oh, looks like she’s the irritable personality today.”

“No, she’s the nice one, she’s just having a bad day,” Browning said.

“Hard to tell the difference,” Baxter said.

“Yynsians are complicated beings, Andy,” Peterman said, studying her own sandwich.

“Speaking of complicated beings, any word from Tilleran or Hartley yet?” Baxter asked, looking to Peterman.

She shook her head. “They haven’t checked in since they left Betazed and took off on vacation, which I guess could be taken as a good sign, even though I don’t recommend vacation as an alternative to therapy. We have to trust Hartley knows what she’s doing.”

“Tilleran too,” Browning said. “In the end, she’s the one in charge of her rehabilitation.”

“Yes,” Peterman said. “Perhaps. I’d like to think that they’re making progress.”

Browning nodded. “I can’t even imagine what it must be like…relying on abilities like that all your life, then suddenly losing control of them.”

“It could have happen to any of us,” Baxter said. Then he looked at both women. “Well, if we were telepathic, that is.”

“Here you go,” Imhala said with a sigh, shoving the plate in front of Baxter and walking off.

“Thanks!” Baxter called out.

“Bite me!”

“THAT’S the irritable personality,” Browning said.

“Well, here’s hoping Tilleran comes back to us acting more like her old self,” Baxter said, taking a big bite of his sandwich.

“I highly doubt that,” Peterman said. “This is going to be a long, somewhat painful process for Ariel. She’ll need all our full support to get through it.”

“I’m not going to have to watch her cry, am I?”

“Possibly, but I doubt it,” Peterman said with a sigh.

“Because you know how uncomfortable I get watching other people cry.”

“Yes, and oddly enough, you cry all the time,” Peterman quipped.

“Do not!” Baxter protested.

“Shh!” Browning commanded, and watched as J’hana and Richards walked silently down the corridor outside the restaurant.

“What, you don’t want them to know we’re in here?” Peterman asked.

“You work here,” Baxter pointed out.

“No need to force an encounter if we can avoid it,” Browning said. “I like things the way they are. Friendly, but not very communicative.”

Baxter watched Richards and J’hana stop, glance at one of the stores on the other side of the upper level of the mall, and walk off.

“J’hana’s got a lot on her mind too,” Peterman said. “I’m sure she needs comforting now with Tilleran away, and all that’s happened between them.”

“Maybe,” Baxter said. “But it’s tough to picture J’hana needing comforting.”

“I’m sure it’s not comforting as you and I know it,” Browning said, munching on her sandwich. “But the less we think about it, the better. Especially while we’re eating.”

“Here, here,” Baxter said.



Meanwhile, a few meters away, heading into Shelliac Image, Chris Richards glanced around quizzically. “What are we here for again?”

“An electronic axe.”

“Do they even make such thing?”

“Oh, yes they do.”

“And you’re sure this will help with the…comforting?”

“My Imzadi aches. We will ache too.”

“Aching is fine. Axing is quite another,” Richards said, steeling himself against what would likely be another night of awkward moments and flaring pain receptors.



Baxter returned to the bridge feeling full but not necessarily pleased with the fact his science officer and chief engineer were still away. He liked his crew exactly the way it was, and when key members of the crew were gone, it ate at him. More than three years after Conway, Ford, Larkin and others set off on the Aerostar-A, he finally felt like he was getting back into a comfort zone. Of course, considering all that had happened in the last three and a half years, it was a miracle he’d entered a comfort zone at all.

Speaking of comfort, Baxter lowered himself in the command chair at the center of the bridge and called out to his acting science officer. “Report, Cadet Sparks.”

“We’re on course to observe a supernova in the Sawnd System, and then off to pick up cargo in the Pekan Cluster. All systems are functioning normally and we’re right on schedule.”

“Great,” Baxter said. “Wait a sec. Did you say ‘right on schedule?’”

“Yes,” Sparks faltered. “Why?”

“Nothing. I just can’t remember the last time we were right on schedule for anything. We’re usually like an hour or ten late…”

“I guess things are just going remarkably smoothly,” Sparks said. “That’s a good thing, right?”

“You’d think, Cadet,” Baxter said, rubbing his chin. “But usually it means…”

“Incoming communication,” Ensign Keefler said from the tactical console.

“Bad things,” Baxter shuddered, and turned toward Keefler. “What is it?”

“The Pathfinder. Admiral Baxter.”

Baxter nodded at the viewscreen. “Put him on. For the love of Pete, don’t keep him waiting.”

“Boy!” Harlan Baxter chortled, a smouldering cigar in his hand as he stood at the front of the Pathfinder’s bridge.

“They really let you smoke that thing on the bridge?” Baxter asked.

“I’m a goddamn Admiral, boy.”

“Right,” Baxter said. “Well, now that the pleasantries are out of the way…”

“That’s my boy. To the point. As I’m sure you know, it’s yer Mother and I’s fiftieth wedding anniversary in a few days…”

“It…is?” Baxter asked, his eyes glazing a bit. He cocked an eyebrow. “Really?”

“Well, boy, we’re older than dirt, or didn’t you know that? Fuck’s sake, boy, we’re dying right before your eyes!”

“You are?” Lt. Howie Sefelt asked from Ops. “Is that…contagious?”

“They’re several parsecs away, Howie,” Baxter said. “And nobody’s dying anytime soon. You’re both barely middle aged!”

“Well, we’re still older than you, so respect your elders, and your senior officers.”

“Technically, Mom and I are the same rank…”

“The Pathfinder outguns you two to one,” Lucille Baxter said, rising from her seat and stepping behind Harlan.

“Just since you upgraded your lateral phaser emitters!” Baxter shot back. “And we’ll be getting the same upgrade when we put in for maintenance later this year!”

“Till then,” Lucille said in a sing-song voice. “Anyway, Booty-Butt, we need you to do us a favor.”

“I can’t get enough of that nickname,” Lt. Madera said with a smirk.

“What,” Baxter muttered.

“We’ve been assigned to negotiate a touchy little bit of business on a planet called Etracia Five,” Harlan said. “They’ve got one of the largest dilithium deposits in the Federation. We’ve got a trade agreement with them that’s just about up. There’s a little song and dance ya gotta do to get them to renew it. Happens every seventeen years. Time’s up and it’s time we go in there and do the thing.”

Baxter chewed his bottom lip. “And what exactly is ‘the thing’?”

“Nobody knows except the representatives who renew the thing, and they’re always sworn to secrecy by the Etracians…suspicious bunch,” Harlan said. “But it can’t be that hard. We’ve been doing the thing for two hundred years. I’m transmitting all the logs we have on the negotiations. Just get ’er done and don’t wuss out on me, got it?”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, Dad,” Baxter said, looking askance at the officers on his bridge, who all tried to busy themselves looking at other panels.

“No problem. Good luck.” He shoved his cigar back in his mouth. “Prfdndrrr orrrt.”

Baxter slapped a hand over his face as Harlan disappeared from the viewscreen. “Just what I need. Now we’ve got to go be diplomatic.”

“Maybe it’ll be fun,” Madera offered.

“No. It won’t be. It never is,” Baxter said. “Did he send along coordinates?”

Madera nodded. “Yup.”

“Well, don’t just sit there. Lay in a course and let’s go.”

Just then, the aft doors to the bridge opened, and Baxter was startled by a shrill series of barks.

It had been years since that sound had been heard on the bridge. It was a disturbing, yet welcoming sound.

He pivoted to face a bounding Charlotte, former captive of the Dawg, current puppy of Kelly Peterman, who lagged a few paces behind.

Charlotte leapt into Baxter’s lap, licking all over his face.

“Good girl!” he said, patting the retriever gently. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but it actually feels good having a dog on the bridge again.”

“It just feels right,” Peterman said, lowering herself into the seat next to Baxter. “Although I do feel a bit guilty, what with Charlie still in stasis.”

“Hunh,” Baxter said while Charlotte licked him. “Well, think of it this way - by the time Charlie gets out of stasis, maybe Charlotte will be his age and he’ll want to mount her and have little baby golden retrievers.”

“Yes,” Peterman said. “That’s one way of thinking about it.”

“Lots of little baby golden retrievers,” Baxter repeated. “Running around, pooping and peeing everywhere and…” He sighed, lifting Charlotte and setting her squirming in Peterman’s lap. “Okay, that’s enough fun for today. I’ve got to focus.”

“On what?”

Baxter looked down at the screen on his armrest, watching as information about Etracia came flooding in. “I’ve got no idea. But it involves diplomacy and dilithium.”

“Are you sure this is supposed to be our mission?”

“Stop it. We’ll be fine.”

“Not again,” Peterman harrumphed.

“What do you mean?” Baxter asked, looking up.

“Charlotte peed on the rug.”

Baxter thought about that. “You know, as long as she doesn’t pee on the Etracians, I’m fine with it. I’ll be in the ready room.”



“So Chaka, I’m just checking in,” Peterman said, holding a squirming Charlotte in her lap as Chaka’kan sat ramrod straight on the couch opposite her, in her office.

“Checking in with what?” Chaka asked.

“Oh. Well, with you, I guess,” she said. “How are you doing with Steffie and Plato?”

“We are once again spending copious time together,” Chaka said. “Your trust, and that of Doctor Browning, is heartening and well-founded.”

“And no more urges to kill anyone?” Peterman said, glancing at a padd.

“No. Except perhaps those kids who keep running through my petunias in the arboretum.”

Peterman looked up at him.

“A joke,” Chaka said, with a knowing nod.

“Hehe. Yes. Well, that’s nice. As you know, the Captain will be away for an extended period on a diplomatic away mission. So anything you can do…”

“I have worked with Ensign Stuart to replicate an Earth amusement park on the holodeck. With your permission, I would like to take Steffie and Plato there today.”

“Fine by me,” Peterman said. “Obviously, just follow the height limit on the rides.”

“It shall be the teacups only for young Steffie,” Chaka said with a nod. “Plus, perhaps, the water park.”

“Sounds great,” Peterman said. “Steffie’s in toddlercise if you’d like to go pick her up.”

“With honor,” Chaka said, rising.

Peterman watched Chaka leave, tapping her padd thoughtfully. It was nice to have him babysitting again. It had been a busy few weeks. Tilleran’s telepathy addiction, the Dawg, the addition of Cadet Piper, her new assistant. Life was moving fast, and she only had so much time to dedicate to Steffie.

Not enough, she thought wryly and turned to her packed schedule.

Moments later, Cadet Piper appeared in her doorway. “Are we ready to start counseling today?”

Peterman stared blankly at the door, right through the young cadet. “Hmmm?”

“Are we ready to start counseling?”

“You know, actually…I’m not. Want to take over for me?”

“Take…over?”

“Yeah. Take my cases for the day. They’re not that hard. Just an obsessive compulsive, a few manics. Howie’s on day shift today, so you won’t be seeing him…and he’s really half my caseload.”

“But am I ready for something like this?”

“Sure you are. No time like the present,” Peterman said, stepping out from behind her desk, plopping Charlotte on the floor so she could walk alongside. “And if any of them gives you trouble, just have them reschedule. I…need to take a day.”

“A day for what, if you don’t mind me asking?” Piper asked as Peterman headed for the door.

“To be a mom,” Peterman said with a smile, and ducked out.



“My mind’s made up, Chris. You can’t talk me out of this,” Baxter said, walking down the hallway toward the transporter room.

“I wasn’t going to,” Richards said. “I hate this diplomatic crap.”

“Yeah, but you’re my first officer. Damn it, Chris, First Officers are supposed to object when captains want to lead away teams.”

“Yeah. I must not have read that in the manual.”

“Pity,” Baxter muttered, seeing J’hana approach from the other end of the corridor. “Are you ready?”

“I am still not sure why you want me to come with you,” J’hana said, giving Richards a sultry look. “I have much work to do aboard ship.”

“That’s exactly why you’re coming,” Baxter said. “You and Chris have been spending altogether too much time…enmeshed. You need to give your genitals time to cool off.”

“Due respect, sir, but that’s our judgment call,” J’hana said, narrowing her eyes at Baxter, her antennae perking.

“Have a nice trip,” Richards said quickly, turning on a heel and quickly heading the other way.

“Rest while you can, human!” J’hana bellowed after him as Baxter gestured for the opening transporter room doors.

“Shall we?” he said amicably.

The doors opened to reveal Cadets Natheena Sparks and Colby Mathers.

“Sir, may I ask why we’re here?” Sparks asked.

Baxter gave J’hana a wry look. “Isn’t a captain supposed to be able to choose his own away team?” The Andorian just shrugged. “Look, you two are interns. Kelly’s got Piper meeting with crazy people day in and day out. You guys need some field experience.”

“I’m all for it,” Sparks said. “I’ve got my tricorder and everything!”

Mathers shifted from foot to foot. “But…I’m assigned to operations right now. I don’t usually go on away teams. Matter of fact, I never go on away teams…”

“That’s something we’re here to remedy, Cadet. You’ve flown under the sensor dish for way too long. Besides, this mission involves diplomacy. It’ll be fun. Nobody will be shooting at us!”



“Nice place,” Cadet Mathers said idly as the group walked into the main hall of the Etracian House of Governance.

“It is adequate,” J’hana observed.

“Lots of gold and venemite fixtures,” Sparks chimed in, checking her tricorder.

“Cut the analysis,” Baxter said. “Our hosts may think we’re being rude. Anyway, who cares about gold. I can get that crap anywhere. We need dilithium.”

“Yes, sir,” Sparks said, closing her tricorder.

A lanky man with horns and a tail tittered up to them, a confused look on his face. “It is true. Another Starfleet crew visits us!”

“That’s right,” Baxter said. “Seventeen years later, and we’re here once more to…” he glanced down at a padd. “Face the tests as you see fit, to prove our worth to you and your peoples. People.” He looked at the padd again. “No, I had it right the first time. Peoples.”

“Yes, well…except it isn’t seventeen years later, is it?” Porphon said, cocking his head quizzicaly.

“It isn’t?” Baxter said, paging through his padd. “I’m almost sure we have the date right. I can call my ship and check…”

“No. You misunderstand me. A Starfleet ship has already visited here. Three days ago.”

“Three days. Do you know the name of the ship?”

An attendant clacked up to Porphon and whispered in his floppy ear. “Yes. The ship is called the…Idlewild.”

Baxter and J’hana looked at each other, eyes going wide.

“Baxter to Explorer!” Baxter said.

There was no response.

Sparks pulled out her tricorder. “Sir, there seems to be a huge dampening field encasing the entire capital city. It appeared almost as soon as we beamed in.”

“And you somehow thought the gold fixtures were more important?”

“Well, they were pretty.”

“Should I have a tricorder too?” Mathers asked.

Baxter ignored him and looked at Porphon. “Why are you cutting me off from my ship?”

“It’s the way of our people, during the test. There has been much discussion among us since you contacted us, about how to proceed.”

“You don’t understand,” Baxter said. “The man who came here first…he’s a bad man. An imposter. He’s not to be trusted.”

“That remains to be seen. We shall see, in four more days, after he completes the test. You’re welcome to compete against him of course. The Federation has never sent two landing parties before, but our historical records indicate that other cultures have sent competing teams in years past. Technically, the dilithium would be awarded to whoever scores the best results on the test.”

“I’ve got to speak with my ship,” Baxter said. “They could be in danger.”

“Then you forfeit the test, and the dilithium will revert to Captain Ficker, providing he passes our minimum requirements.”

“You can’t give our dilithium shipment to him!”

“He is a qualified representative of the Federation.”

“He’s scamming you!”

“Sir. Diplomacy,” J’hana said. “As much as it pains me to admit it, violence will get you nowhere in this instance.”

“He’s right, Captain,” Sparks chimed in.

Baxter stared askance at Porphon. “So I can take this test, same as Ficker?”

“Our elders have discussed it at length. You will be permitted to take the test. If your score is higher than Ficker’s, the dilithium is yours. If not…”

“It’s his,” Baxter said.

“Indeed. Do you wish to proceed?”

“Do I have any choice?”

“You can return to your ship, without the dilithium. You may take the test again in seventeen years.”

“SEVENTEEN YEARS!” Baxter exclaimed.

“Seventeen years minus three days, but I guess that’s a bit of a moot point.”

“Guess so,” Baxter said, looking at Sparks, Mathers, and J’hana. “In that case, I guess we’d better get started. Ficker has a three day head start on us.”

“Excellent,” said Porphon. “Right this way, then. We’ll get you some appropriate attire.”

“Attire?” Mathers said, as a pair of attendants trotted up, gesturing toward an adjacent room.

“You can’t be expected to take the test in those clothes,” Porphon said, shaking his head. “No, no, no. We’ll get you changed, and then off you will go to the test destination. I’ll send some of my people to begin setting it up.”

Baxter sighed. “I can’t wait to see what this test is. Whatever it is, I’m going to cream Ficker.”

“If by ‘cream,’ you mean that you will order me to hurt him, I have no doubt of it, sir,” J’hana remarked as the away team headed off.



“Quiet up here,” Richards said, steepling his fingers as he sat in the command chair.

“Very,” Madera said, pursing her lips as she sat at helm.

“You still hate me, don’t you?”

“Always,” Madera said. “You left me at the altar, after all.”

“That was like a year and a half ago. Besides, I was kind of thrown back in time, right?”

“Excuses, excuses.”

“Just man your post.”

“Yes, it’s so challenging, being in orbit and all. It’s not like someone’s going to pop up any minute and…”

“Contact bearing three two five mark one three four!” Ensign Keefler piped up from tactical. “Sir, it’s the Idlewild!”

Richards was out of his chair in a second. “Red Alert. Raise shields and arm weapons. Try to raise the away team.”

“I’m not getting through,” Keefler said. “They’re approaching at full impulse. They were hiding behind the system’s main sequence star.”

“Fat lot of good it did us, destroying their cloak,” Richards muttered.

“Their sensor-reflective shields are still in great shape, apparently,” Keefler said wryly. “Weapons range in forty seconds.”

“Hail them,” Richards said, watching the Idlewild bear down on them, on the main screen.

“No response.”

“All hands to general quarters. Secure the ship.”

“That’s what happens when you call for Red Alert, sir,” Keefler said.

“Oh. Right. Then keep doing that.”

“Right on top of it, Commander.”

“Then make yourself useful and open a channel.”

“Open.”

“Idlewild, this is Commander Christopher Richards of the U.S.S. Explorer. Stand down immediately or we will fire on you.”

Instantly, Commander Roland Worthy appeared on the viewscreen. “Oh, will you now?” he asked, stroking his goatee.

“Don’t be smug with me, asshole. I said I would fire on you and I mean it.” He glanced back at Keefler. “I really do mean it,” he said.

“I had no doubt,” Keefler replied.

“You can stop the grandstanding,” Worthy said, sounding a little bored. “We all know that the Idlewild would rotisserie the Explorer in a firefight.”

“You’ve got more advanced weaponry, but we’re bigger, and more heavily armed.”

“Pish tosh,” Worthy said. “We’ll find out soon enough whose ship can crush whose, but for now, that is hardly a priority.”

“And what IS a priority?”

“Getting our away team back.”

“No. Getting OUR away team back is a priority. What have you done with them?”

“Haven’t you figured it out?” Worthy asked. “They’re both down there, taking some kind of test…”

“Ficker is down there?”

“You catch on quickly, Commander.”

“So I hear. So let me get this straight: Ficker and Captain Baxter are competing in some kind of…test?”

Worthy yawned. “Apparently.”

Richards smiled. “My captain’s going to kick your captain’s ass.”

“Please,” Worthy said. “I’m closing this channel until you have something interesting to say.”

“Make a move and I’ll start shooting.”

“BOR-RING!” Worthy snapped. “And if you make a move…I’LL start shooting!”

“Not if I start shooting first!”

“This is childish.”

“Then close the channel.”

“I will.”

“Go ahead.”

“Make me.”

“KEEFLER CLOSE THE CHANNEL!” Richards snapped, screwing his eyes shut.

“Advantage, Richards,” Keefler said with a chuckle.



“Are you ready for the test?” Porphon asked, leading Baxter, Sparks, Mathers, and J’hana down the somewhat crowded, sunny Etracian street.

“I suppose,” Baxter said, looking down at his white smock, cradling the odd puffy hat in his hands. “Where are you taking us?”

“The test site, of course. But we have one stop to make first. The Autarch felt it was only fair, if you and Captain Ficker indeed wish to compete for the dilithium, that you meet up with him, see how his test is coming along, and act accordingly. That will put you on a level playing field.”

“Actually, it will give us a significant strategic advant…” J’hana began.

“It’s quite generous of you!” Baxter said, elbowing J’hana. “Show us the way.”

“Right here,” Porphon said, opening the door at a nearby storefront. It jingled slightly as Porphon led Baxter and the others inside.

The first thing Baxter noticed was the smell. Delicious, aromatic…

Marble floors. Square tables all about with red and white checkered tablecloths.

A long, polished counter, and a perfectly-shined display case, filled with steaming, hot…

“Ficker?” Baxter said, staring at the grinning man behind the cash register. The puffy hat looked even more stupid on Ficker than it would on Baxter.

Ficker grinned wide. “Captain Baxter. I heard you were in the neighborhood. Fancy seeing you here.”

“Ficker!”

“Welcome to ‘Pizzaz by Ficker.’ Get it? Pizzas? Pizzaz?”

“Ficker.”

“Want a slice?” Ficker smiled coyly. “It’s very good. Have some, Baxter. Trust me, you’ll think you’ve died and gone to heaven. If only I were so lucky…”

“PIZZA?” Baxter gaped, turning to Porphon. “This test is all about PIZZA?”

“Is there any more important measuring stick to use when judging one’s accomplishments and mettle?” Porphon said seriously.

Ficker nodded. “Finally, being a fatass will pay off for you.”

“Hey…” Mathers said defensively.

“I think he was talking about Captain Baxter,” Sparks whispered.

“Oh, I’m going to destroy you, Ficker,” Baxter said, pointing. “You wait and see. My people and I will run the best goddamn pizza place you’ve ever seen!”

“Bring it on, Baxter! See who blinks first!”

As Ficker said this, Shank walked by, indignantly carrying a deep- dish pizza out to a family of five Etracians sitting at a nearby table. As he walked by, a bit of tomato sauce flew off the pie and hit Ficker in the eye. He pulled his glasses off, blinking, rubbing his eyes.

“That time doesn’t count!”

“Make this unendurable trial end,” Shank growled as he moved over to the table.

“He’s the one who put me in that fwarking coma!” J’hana said, balling up her fists.

“Obviously, assaulting your competitor will render your test null and void,” Porphon said placidly.

“Save it for the pizza place, J’hana!” Baxter said, glaring at Ficker.

“Right,” J’hana said, and whirled, heading for the door.

“This kind of competition can only be good for the quality of pizza on this planet!” Porphon said giddily, following the Explorer group out of the restaurant.



“This better be good, Commander. You got me and Steffie off the wet banana,” Peterman said, stepping onto the bridge in a damp teal two- piece swimsuit, leading Steffie, in a frilly pink one-piece, by the hand.

“Good thing J’hana’s not here to comment on the wet banana thing,” Richards said, glancing at Peterman. “Put some clothes on. Or at least get a towel. You’re dripping on ops.”

“We were at the water park on the holodeck! And as Chaka informed me, the water is replicated, not holographic, so…I’m still drippy. And STOP looking at my butt, Keefler! God, you’d think you people had never seen someone in a bikini.”

“There’s a reason they revoked the ‘counselors can wear whatever they want on the bridge’ rule,” Richards muttered as Peterman stepped over to her seat in the command area and sat down, pulling Steffie into her lap.

“Can you just fill me in before my thighs start sticking to the seat?” Peterman demanded.

“Yeah,” Richards said. “Your husband and his away team are stuck down on the planet, along with Ficker and a couple people from the Idlewild.

Peterman’s eyes went wide. “WHAT? What are you doing about it?”

“Nothing I can do at the moment. Apparently the Etracians don’t allow people participating in this ‘test’ to communicate with their ships in orbit. Believe me, I’ve tried every diplomatic channel, but Starfleet doesn’t want to do anything to screw up this deal. There’s a massive amount of dilithium down there and they want it.”

“What about the Idlewild?”

“Well that’s tricky.” Richards shifted in his seat. “Starfleet Command would love for us to recapture the Idlewild, but not at the risk of messing up the deal for the dilithium.”

“Which means what?”

“Some ships are on their way to intercept the Idlewild outside this star system. We just have to steer the Idlewild toward them.”

“Fine, I guess,” Peterman sighed. “As long as we get to fire the final shot.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“And I’ll go get some clothes on.”

“Thank the Great Bird,” Richards muttered.



“This is the oddest away mission of my short Starfleet career,” Colby Mathers said, leaning on the counter in the pizza place across the street from Ficker’s, resting his elbows on the counter top.

“It’s about par for the course for us,” Baxter replied. “Is J’hana almost done cleaning the oven?”

“Another few minutes,” Sparks said, stepping up from the kitchen and wiping her hands together. “This restaurant apparently hasn’t been used in fifty-one years. Not since the Klingons tried to compete with the Federation for the rights to this planet.”

“I bet they made some weird pizza with worms or something on it,” Mathers said.

“I’m sure,” Sparks said.

“Anything in the tricorder’s database about this planet’s relationship with pizza?” Baxter asked, looking over Sparks’ shoulder at her tricorder.

“Only that they were visited by a Federation exploratory party a little over two hundred years ago. Apparently the Federation group presented the Etracians with several Earth delicacies, including pizza.”

“I guess we’re lucky we don’t have to learn how to make something complicated like barbecue ribs or quiche,” Mathers observed.

“You read my mind,” Baxter said with a small smile. “Except I was imagining having to make chicken pot pie or cous-cous.”

“I love chicken pot pie!” Mathers exclaimed.

“Me too,” Baxter said thoughtfully. “I knew I liked you, Cadet.”

“At any rate, making pizza is pretty easy,” Sparks acknowledged. “Of course, it can’t just be any pizza. It has to be really good pizza…according to the instructions the Etracians gave to us.”

“And it has to be better than Ficker’s,” Baxter said ruefully.

“Right,” Sparks said. “Any ideas on that?”

Baxter nodded, thumping the padd in front of him. “I’ve been going over these ingredients. I have a few strategies.”

“That’s a relief,” Mathers said. “I’ve never even used real cooking implements.”

“Not many people do. But a…good friend of mine…she’s a whiz with a pizza oven. In fact, I’m pretty sure this is the first time I’ve ever said it…but we could REALLY use Janice Browning on this away mission.”



“It’s hard to explain,” Plato said, sipping a sluggo cola as Browning wiped off the tables in Space Tastes, getting ready for the afternoon rush. “Whenever Nat goes on duty, especially if she beams off the ship…I get this real…kind of empty feeling.”

“You miss her. That’s sweet,” Browning said, and immediately thought of Pogo. She wished more than anything that she could talk to Plato about her increasingly frequent subspace chats with Pogo, but a number of things made that impossible, given his history of speaking out against the Dominion and, notably, taking her and Plato hostage months earlier. Still, she wanted to share in Plato’s excitement, and tell him she was developing similar feelings for Pogo. She’d tell Plato…eventually. Only Peterman and Baxter knew about Pogo so far, and she preferred it stayed that way for the moment.

“I wish I could be with her down there,” Plato said, breaking Browning out of her reverie. “Instead of cooped up in this restaurant.”

“You could’ve gone with Chaka to the amusement park,” Browning suggested.

“Nah. I’m too old for rides,” Plato said. He grinned idly. “That kind of ride anyway.”

“I really don’t want to hear any more!” Browning said, covering her ears.

“What? I just mean I like the shuttle-crash simulator on the holodeck better than any old amusement park ride.”

“Oh,” Browning said.

“What were you thinking I meant?”

“Oh, nothing,” Browning said, and began wiping the tables a little faster. Suddenly she cocked her head, as if listening to something. Her eyes fluttered a bit.

“You okay, Mom?” Plato asked, stepping up to Browning.

“Yeah. Just got a little dizzy. And the strangest feeling…like something tugging at me.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Browning shook her head. “I don’t know, but I have the oddest sense that…somewhere…out there…somebody really needs a chef.”

“Weird. So…what’s for lunch?”

Browning looked up, smiling at Plato. “Pizza!”



“That’s too much sauce,” J’hana said, peering down at the pan as Baxter spread sauce over the firmly pressed pizza crust.

“It’s just enough sauce. You want it to drip down your chin a little.”

“No I don’t.”

“Well, other people do.”

“Disgusting.”

“You eat the intestines of violent, horned predators.”

“And your point is?”

“Nothing. Grab the cheese.”

“I think I’ve got the hang of this!” Sparks said, tossing another newly-rolled circle of dough in the air. “You just fling it up like this?”

“Yeah. Get it nice and round,” Baxter said, as J’hana handed him the cheese and he spread it liberally on the pizza.

“Flour is messy,” Mathers said as he kneaded dough at the station next to Sparks. “I keep getting it stuck to my fingers!”

“Put some dry flour on your fingers,” Baxter suggested.

“When do you add the eyeballs?” J’hana asked.

“Never,” Baxter said.

“And you actually expect people to eat this?”

“Trust me. I’ve done a lot of eating in my time. This’ll be good. Now I need some oregano…stat. And keep the pepperoni coming.”

J’hana shoved a container of oregano in Baxter’s hand, then slid over a plate piled high with sliced pepperoni. “Mushrooms?”

Baxter nodded. “Damn straight.”



The first pizza took what seemed like hours (but was only twenty minutes in an ultra-hot, restaurant grade oven complete with conveyor belt, that would have made Janice Browning drool).

“Well?” Baxter asked, after neatly slicing the pizza into eight perfect triangles.

“Well what?” J’hana said, looking at Baxter askance. “I’m not eating that shart.”

“I’ll have a piece,” Sparks said tentatively.

“Me too,” Mathers said with a grin. “It’s got to be better than Mirk’s meatloaf.”

“Good cadets,” Baxter said, taking a piece for himself.

Sparks, Mathers, and Baxter each took a bite, then looked at each other as they chewed for a second. At the same moment, their eyes went wide, molten cheese dripping down their chins.

“HOTTTTTTTTTTT!” they screamed, rushing for the sink, spooning water in their mouths.

J’hana glanced down at the remaining pizza. “Hmm. This food appears to be quite painful to eat. Perhaps I misjudged it.”



Captain’s Personal Log,

Stardate 58402.6. We worked on our pizza recipe long into the night, and our restaurant has now been open to the public for five or six hours. So far, not a single Etracian has stepped in, while we’ve watched more than a hundred pass in and out of “Pizzaz by Ficker” in the same amount of time. I’m beginning to get worried that even our catchy restaurant name won’t save us. I’ve never run a pizza place before, and let’s face it, I’m not even good at the things I’m good at a hundred percent of the time.



“‘A Pizza the Action’?” an Etracian asked, poking her head in the front door of the newly-opened establishment.

Baxter smiled proudly from behind his cash register, tying his apron on in the back. “Yep. That’s us. Catchy, isn’t it?”

“What’s the ‘action’?

“It’s an Earth saying. It means….that…our pizza is very good.”

The Etracian took a few cautious steps inside. “Ficker’s pizza is very good.”

“Ours is better. Try a slice, and if you don’t like it, the whole rest of the pizza is free.

“But if we don’t like it, would we really want the rest of the pizza?”

“You’ll like it so much, I’m sure you will.”

The Etracian blinked. “Oh…kay…”

“Order up!” Baxter called out. “What would you like? Pepperoni, mushroom…ham and pineapple?”

“Ham and pineapple?”

“It’s a Hawaiian-themed pizza.”

“What’s a Hawaiian?”

“You know, you strike me as a pepperoni person anyway. One moment.”

“I told you nobody would want the ham and pineapple!” Baxter said, ducking into the kitchen in the rear of the restaurant and glaring hard at Mathers. “Why’d I let you talk me into that?”

“Just give it a chance, sir.”

“Right. Right.”

“Anchovies,” J’hana said as she kneaded dough. “We need anchovies, damn you.”

“NO anchovies,” Baxter said. “One pepperoni pie for our first customer!”

“We have a first customer!?” Sparks said, shooting out of her chair eagerly. “I guess I’d better wipe off the tables then.”

“Well of course you should!” Baxter said, ushering her out of the kitchen. “Quick, before she leaves!”

“Sir?” the Etracian asked.

“Yes. With you in a moment!” Baxter said.

“Pizza will be out soon,” J’hana said, poking her head out from the kitchen. “I suggest you scald your mouth, woman. The feeling is like nothing else.”

“Th…thanks,” the woman replied.



“This isn’t good,” Prouse said, studying her security tricorder as she and Snodgrass stood at the window in front of Ficker’s pizza place. “Fifty percent more people are going into Baxter’s restaurant this afternoon than in the morning.”

“Most people don’t eat pizza in the morning,” Snodgrass said.

“Good point; however, I bribed a Etracian merchant for this little tidbit: The Explorer people are serving breakfast pizza. It hasn’t caught on fully yet, but I’m told it’s very good. Scrambled eggs, sausage, mushrooms…five kinds of cheese.”

“Diabolical,” Snodgrass said. “They even have a catchier name for their restaurant. What do we do?”

“Simple,” Alvin Ficker said, walking up behind the pair. “We innovate. We create. We conquer.”

“This IS still a pizza place, right?” Snodgrass asked, blinking. “I mean, it’s not part of Doctor Drake’s master plan, or the brain research she’s been doing, or anything?”

“No. It’s just a pizza place. But it’s a pizza place that will help us realize our wildest dreams. We must go forward. Shank!” he called over his shoulder. “Ready the pizza oven. Turn it up to maximum. We’re going to add something new to our menu. A white pizza.”

“The white pizza hasn’t been made from scratch in decades. It’s almost unheard of in Federation dining circles,” Prouse said, panic spreading across her face.

“I’ve heard the white pizza has no sauce,” Snodgrass said, running his fingers through his hair. “No sauce! How do you make pizza without sauce?”

Ficker grabbed Snodgrass by the shoulders and shook him. “Keep it together, Lieutenant! This is no time for my best man to be coming apart at the seams!”

“I’m your best man?” Snodgrass sniffled.

“No. Prouse is. So comfort her, see if you can get through to her.”

“No sauce…” Prouse said softly, leaning her head against the window. “How’s it possible?”

“Stop asking questions and get me some spinach and fresh tomatoes,” Ficker snapped, heading for the kitchen.



The next morning, Baxter hurled a pizza pan against the kitchen wall. “DAMN IT!”

“White pizza,” Sparks said, sitting on the floor in the corner, looking exhausted, knees drawn up to her chest. “Who’d have thought.”

“If my tricorder is any indicator, then their overnight sales tripled ours,” J’hana said, pacing like a jungle cat. “We must act.”

“It’s useless. The test is over in less than three days. Ficker had too big of a head start on us.” Baxter looked at J’hana. “How much do we have to sell to beat Ficker?”

“I have no idea,” J’hana said. “None of us understand the Etracian currency system.”

“It’s some kind of colored pebble thing,” Mathers offered helpfully.

“Well, we’re not going to let that get in our way. We’re going to keep selling pizza until we’re blue in the face.” Baxter glanced at J’hana. “Sorry. Anyway, we’re going to sell our asses off. We toss, we sauce, we top, and we bake, and we don’t stop till we’re home. Got it?”

He looked around at his officers. “Am I understood?”

Sparks, Mathers, and J’hana nodded.

“We shall join you forever in hell, Captain,” the Andorian intoned.

“That’s the spirit, people. Now let’s go make some fwarking pizza.”



The next workday at A Pizza the Action unfurled much as the first two had. Pizza in the oven, pizza out of the oven. Sauce stains on the floor, sauce stains on the wall, sauce stains on the counter, sauce stains on their hands.

Baxter, J’hana, and Sparks were covered in red. Their hands were singed from reaching into the hot oven so many times. They hadn’t slept in days. Just kept cooking, kept inventing new kinds of pizza, new toppings.

Hours blended into hours. Customers came and went in one long string…like so much melted mozzarella.

“Put…cheese…in the crust…” Baxter said, sagging against the counter, breathless.

“What’s he saying?” J’hana said, carrying a pizza out to table six. The crowd had become noticeably thicker

“He’s delirious,” Mathers said as he lugged a dishpan full of dirty dishes back to the kitchen.

“Cheese…inside…the crust…” Baxter mumbled, staggering back to the kitchen. “Quickly…mozzarella…someone cheese me!”

“Captain,” Sparks said, walking up behind him. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing? You’re not making sense.”

“Trust me,” Baxter said. “This will be fantastic.”

“Am I running the cash register?” J’hana asked, her antennae raising in alarm as she stood behind the counter, realizing that she was the only one left out front. Would she have to deal with…people?

Just then, the door jingled as two spirited, well-dressed Etracians walked in. “Ahhhhhh….hello there, denizen of delicious, cheesy pie! Four of your best slices of pepperoni pizza for me and my lovely female companion, and make it fast!”

“It’ll be done when it gets done,” J’hana said, turning to fill the order.

“I’m sorry…”

“Do you want a drink or what?”

The Etracian and his female friend looked at each other, then back at J’hana. “You’re quite rude, you know that?”

“I must serve you pizza,” J’hana said. “However, that is where this relationship ends. You will adapt to the service I provide or you will go to another restaurant. Do we understand each other?”

“That’s no way to talk to a customer,” the Etracian said. “Have you not heard the famous Etracian saying…‘the customer is always right?’”

J’hana nodded thoughtfully, her shoulders rising and falling. “Yes. Well, Andorians have a similar saying. It goes like this…” She leapt across the counter, wrapping her hands around the Etracian man’s neck. “DIEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!”



“Obviously, it was a stupid move on the part of my tactical officer,” Baxter said, sitting opposite Porphon at a quiet corner table in back of Baxter’s pizza place. Frankly, all the tables were fairly quiet, as J’hana’s outburst had scared away most of the customers who were dining at the time.

“It was an embarrassment,” Porphon said flatly. “You realize that Fernand will need extensive throat treatments to repair the damage done by your…security guard.”

“That’s, uh, too bad,” Baxter said noncomitally. “I’m very sorry about all this. Did I mention that?”

“Yes, you’ve apologized profusely. However, in light of recent events, I believe you’ll agree it’s best you and your team forfeit the competition. You are lagging considerably in pizza sales, and in the time remaining are unlikely to emerge victorious. So why don’t you just save us all some time and…”

“NO!” Baxter said, pounding his fists on the table and standing up. “No way. I am not going to let Alvin Ficker beat me…especially at something as LUDICROUS as PIZZA!”

Porphon blinked. “I’ll forgive you those glib comments, because I believe you are speaking emotionally and not in your right mind. Still, I’m sure you’ll agree that pizza, on my world, is of supreme importance.”

“You’re definitely pizza lovers,” Baxter acknowledged, catching his breath.

Porphon sighed. “You’re obviously quite adamant about remaining in the contest, despite the odds. I’ll admit that I admire that. You can continue to compete, for what good it will do.”

“Thank you,” Baxter said, bowing slightly. “I really mean it.”

“Indeed.” Porphon stood and glanced around. “Well, I’m off to lunch.”

“Want some pizza?”

Porphon backed toward the door. “Actually, I’m meeting a colleague…”

“At another restaurant?”

Porphon nodded. “Perhaps.”

“At another restaurant across the street?”

“Well, yes.”

“At another restaurant across the street run by a lunatic former starship captain bent on taking over Starfleet?”

“Um…have a nice day!” Porphon called out, turned, and jogged out of the restaurant.

“Fine! Don’t support us! We’ll show you who’s the best pizza retaurant…eur!”

Sparks and Mathers walked up to Baxter as Porphon left.

“That could have gone better,” Sparks said.

“You don’t say,” Baxter said. “Where’s J’hana?”

“Cooling down in the back,” Mathers said. “She’s punching the dough.”

“Well at least she’s being productive.” Baxter turned to the cadets. “Well, don’t just sit there. We have pizza to make, damn it!”



“Anything to report?” Richards asked, looking to his left, as Peterman busied herself reading a padd.

“Counselor Troi’s coming out with another frigging book…‘Till Red Alert Do We Part: Living and Serving With a Husband-Captain.’ Does she ever even bother taking appointments anymore? She must have a ghost writer. Maybe it’s that android. That Data replica. The prose does have a lyrical quality…”

“I actually meant something like an officer’s report…I don’t know, mental status of the crew or something.”

“They’re fine,” Peterman said, still looking at the padd. “I mean, I should be the one writing this book! I’ve lived and served under a husband-captain, whatever that is, for something like six years. I should know a thing or two about it.”

“Then why aren’t you writing about it?”

“I did, kind of…but that book is no good. I wrote it under the influence of my cat, remember?”

“How could I forget,” Richards said, shaking his head. He turned to his right. “What about you, anything to report?”

“Unca Chris, Unca Chris!” Steffie said giddily, clapping and hopping up and down in the chair usually occupied by Richards.

“Great then. As you were.” Richards sighed. “Mister Keefler, anything new from Etracia?”

“Quiet as a tomb,” Keefler said. “Not to suggest the away team is dead or anything…”

“Daddy dead?” Steffie squawked, bursting into tears. “Daddy dead!”

“Now see what you did!” Peterman said, moving over to Steffie and clutching her in a tight embrace. “Just relax, sweetie. Daddy’s not dead. He’s just on a mission. He’ll be back soon.” She glared at Richards. “RIGHT, Christopher?”

“You know, I really enjoyed that brief period when we weren’t talking to one another.”

“Well, that’s over. I’ll be in the ready room calming my daughter down.”

Richards shook his head. “Well, you could at least bring your…OOF!” he winced as the golden retriever puppy, Charlotte, jumped into his lap, wagging her golden tail.

In some respects, life on the Explorer was just as painful without J’hana around.



J’hana, meanwhile, was in a different kind of pain as she walked past the mildly busy lunch counter of A Pizza the Action.

“I’m taking my break,” she growled at Baxter who was working the front counter.

“Where are you going?”

“To stretch my legs. I am growing weary of this place.”

“Well, hurry back. We need you to start getting pizzas ready for the dinner rush.”

“I don’t enjoy baking,” J’hana growled.

“Well, you sure as hell can’t work the counter after this afternoon’s incident!”

“Leave me be,” J’hana muttered as she stalked out of the restaurant and headed across the street. She glanced over her shoulder to make sure that no one was following her.

All clear.

She gritted her teeth resolutely as she withdrew her security tricorder and approached the alley beside Pizzaz by Ficker.

What little J’hana knew of Ficker and his people, they weren’t exactly gifted in the arts of social discourse. They were downright awkward, more so maybe even than the Explorer crew. And J’hana had to assume that they didn’t know all that much about making pizza, not to mention running a pizza business. So why were they doing so fwarking well?

The security chief within J’hana could not stand idly by while her team got its collective ass kicked in this competition, not without solving the mystery of Ficker’s success–and possibly conducting a little corporate espionage at the same time.

She tuned the tricorder’s sensors to reveal the interior of Ficker’s restaurant. Sure enough, there were Ficker’s crew, working feverishly, moving from kitchen to dining area, hefting pizza, which showed up glowing hot on the infrared. Time to go in for a closer look.

She silently eased the side door to the restaurant open, and slinked in. She pressed herself against the wall of the side-access hallway, where garbage crates were stacked along with cleaning supplies and excess foodstuffs.

She heard the clatter of a pizza pan and ducked behind a garbage crate just as Lt. Prouse walked by.

“Table six is acting strangely. They don’t seem to like the pizza,” J’hana heard her say. Who was she talking to?

“I will take care of it,” a somber voice replied. She’d know that voice anywhere. It belonged to the man that put her in a coma for a week. Shank! What did ‘take care of it’ mean?

She had to know.

J’hana crept out from behind the garbage crate and turned the gain up on her tricorder. At this distance, it gave her a perfect view of Shank moving through the restaurant, approaching a table she could only assume was the one Prouse mentioned.

The tricorder picked up the audio; but even if it hadn’t, her antennae would have.

“How is your meal, ladies?” Shank asked.

“Truthfully, it’s a bit dry. Why is there no sauce on this?”

“It is a white pizza.”

“It’s not very good.”

“Really.” Shank rose an eyebrow. Was that all Vulcans new how to do?

What Shank did next caused J’hana’s blood to boil.

He reached down, gently pressing one hand to each woman’s temple. To a casual observer, it could have been a gesture of affection or comfort. But it was not.

“My mind to your mind,” Shank said softly. “My thoughts to your thoughts. Our thoughts are one.”

J’hana gritted her teeth to stop from crying out.

“Ficker’s pizza is the best,” Shank said, and the women’s lips moved in concert with his as he spoke. “It is far superior to the pizza across the street. One cannot get enough of this delicious concoction.”

He took his hands off their temples and smiled politely. “Tell your friends,” he said casually and walked away.

“Fwark yes I’ll tell my friends,” J’hana seethed, and snuck out of the restaurant. She had it! Ficker was doomed.



“The Vulcan has mind control capabilities,” Porphon said, reviewing the playback on J’hana’s tricorder as she and Baxter sat opposite his expansive desk in the Autarch’s building.

“Yes,” Baxter said. “Ficker is using him to influence all his customers, to brainwash them into thinking his pizza is the best!”

“I’m…I’m speechless.”

“We were too,” Baxter nodded.

“It’s ingenious.”

“Yes, that’s what I…huh?”

“If we had this capability, commerce on Etracia would be second to none!” Porphon exclaimed. “Your Captain Ficker is an even more gifted entrepreneur than we thought he was. If only we were so good at manipulating the weak, addleminded consumers of our world. We would be rich beyond the dreams of avarice!”

“WHAT?” Baxter exclaimed, shooting out of his seat.

“Temper temper,” J’hana murmured.

“No, no!” Baxter said, shaking his head. “This isn’t right. This can’t be how Ficker wins.”

“He hasn’t won yet.”

“But he will, if he keeps cheating like this. Damn right he will!”

“Then he should be commended for such an unusual solution.”

“No, no…no…” Baxter breathed in disbelief.

“Yes, you’ve said that,” Porphon said. “And if I’m not mistaken, you’re understaffed at your pizza place right now. You should get back…”

“What does it matter,” Baxter said. “We’re done here. Your people can choke on their pizza…and their dilithium.”

“That’s an unfortunate stance, Captain…” Porphon began.

“You don’t know anything about diplomacy, or salesmanship, or competition, Porphon. And you sure as hell don’t know anything about what it takes to make a good pizza. C’mon, J’hana.” He ripped his apron off and threw it on the ground. “We’re getting out of here.”

“About fwarking time.”



“Bridge. Now,” Baxter said, stepping out of the transporter room. J’hana, Mathers, and Sparks took up step behind him. Sparks and Mathers were still wrestling with their aprons trying to get them off.

“Ficker will no doubt move to load the dilithium onto his ship as soon as he finds out he won the contest by default,” J’hana said as the group boarded the turbolift.

“Which is no problem,” Baxter said. “Bridge.” As the turbolift began to thrum, he added, “Because we’re going to capture his ship and everything aboard as soon as he tries to leave orbit.”

“Don’t they outgun us?” Sparks asked.

“We’ll find out in a minute,” Baxter muttered.

“Captain, it’s times like these when I remember why I’ve sworn to give my life for you,” J’hana intoned. “You obviously have a death wish.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Baxter said wryly as the turbolift opened out onto the bridge and the group filed out.

Richards stood up from the command chair. “Captain, what the hell’s going on?”

“No time,” Baxter said. “Contest. Pizza place. Diltihium.” He looked back at J’hana, who was taking over for Keefler at tactical as Sparks relieved the ensign at sciences.

“Should I take ops?” Mathers asked, exchanging a nervous glance with Sefelt.

“No. Just…stand somewhere…” Baxter said, pacing to the center of the bridge.

Richards stood next to him. “Did you say pizza?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Baxter snapped as Peterman stepped out of the ready room. “Andy! You’re back!”

“Daddy!” Steffie called, rushing up to Baxter’s side.

“Hi sweetie. Hold on a sec. Daddy’s got to kill someone right now.”

Peterman swept Steffie into her arms as Charlotte nipped at Baxter’s heels. “What’s all this about, Andy?”

“Ficker has gone too far. He’s stolen a starship…twice…put J’hana into a coma, kidnaped people…and it’s time someone put a stop to it.”

“This is because he sold more pizza than the Captain did,” J’hana commented.

“You shut up and ready our weapons.”

“The Idlewild is bringing up the dilithium now. Hurriedly,” J’hana said. “We could shoot them while their shields are down.”

“Yes, and blow up all that dilithium, not to mention killing everyone on the ship. Brilliant idea,” Baxter said. “No. We’ll have to wait till they finish the transport. Get ready.”

“They’re moving to break orbit as the last couple transports are finishing,” J’hana said.

“Pursuit course. Closing speed, Lieutenant Madera,” Baxter said crisply, folding his arms.

“Honey, is it safe to say you’re becoming a tad unglued?” Peterman asked.

“If wanting to beat the snot out of somebody is a sign of coming unglued, then hell yeah,” Baxter said. “Feel free to counsel me after this is over. J’hana, target the Idlewild’s engines. Open a channel.”

“Open,” J’hana said.

“U.S.S. Idlewild. This is the Explorer. Power down your engines and lower your shields and prepare to be boarded. This is the only warning you’ll get.”

Ficker appeared on the screen, looking smug. “Sour grapes, Captain? That’s unbecoming, even for you.”

“Fire, J’hana. All torpedo tubes. Multiple yield, full spread.” Baxter looked at Ficker. “I told you this would be your only warning.”

The Explorer let loose a torrent of rapid-fire torpedoes at the Idlewild. It bucked and weaved, but several of the torpedoes impacted.

“Their shields are down to seventy percent,” J’hana reported.

“That’s all?” Baxter said.

“According to sensors, they’re equipped with some kind of plasmodic shielding,” Sparks said, looking over her scans. “It rotates automatically to compensate for weaknesses in certain areas and has extraordinary regenerative capabilities.”

“That’s a great book report, Sparks,” Baxter said. “Keep shooting.”

“Just think how great Starfleet would be if the Section Thirty-One people that designed this stuff actually worked FOR us,” Richards muttered.

Ficker appeared on the screen again, looking a bit disheveled, alert klaxons in the background. “Shoot first, ask questions later, huh, Baxter? They teach you that in the Starfleet handbook?”

“Mind control, lies and stealing…do they teach THAT?” Baxter shot back.

“You don’t get it, do you, Baxter? You’re fighting the wrong fight. The Idlewild crew is everything good about the Federation. Uniqueness, creativity, ideas, and energy. We’re not bound by petty rules and protocol. And we don’t always get it right, but at the end of the day, we get the job done, as you’ve seen here. We’re more like you than you realize…”

“Are you still talking? J’hana, keep firing.”

“Idlewild is taking evasive action. Returning fire,” J’hana said, as Peterman held Steffie tighter and Richards gave a panicked look to Baxter.

Baxter steeled himself as the Explorer shook.

“Their shields are down to fifty percent. Ours are down to forty- two,” J’hana reported.

“I don’t think they even unleashed a full salvo,” Richards said softly. He turned to Baxter. “Look, Andy, your father’s mobilizing a…”

“SHUSH!” Baxter seethed, and turned back to the viewscreen. “Ficker, I’m not letting you out of this star system with that dilithium. Come quietly, or come in a thousand pieces in my hangar deck, it’s all up to you!”

“As usual, you’re outpaced in every possible category, Baxter,” Ficker said, shaking his head. “Sad, really. Clinging to this idea that you and your pathetic crew can somehow assimilate with the rest of the Federation. Didn’t we learn anything from the Borg? Assimilation sucks! We are the answer…sure, it may bring a little anarchy with it, but we will free Starfleet from this stupid notion that there’s only one way to get things done. Rules, rules, rules…who cares, when good people are marginalized every day to make way for pencil pushing, arrogant, nancy twits like Jean-Luc Picard!”

Another blast rocked the Explorer, and Baxter stumbled, throwing an arm protectively around Peterman.

“Go to hell, Ficker…” Baxter said.

“Captain,” J’hana called out. “We’re getting an urgent hail from a small fleet outside this system.”

“Who’s calling?”

“Your daddy.”

“Dammit.”

“Um, about that,” Richards said.

“No! No way!” Baxter said. “I’m sure he’ll give me the standard Starfleet line about not going overboard. Well, I’m not buying it. I have a chance to take this son of a bitch out here and now, and I’m going to do it!” He glanced down at Steffie. “Sorry, sweetie. Daddy didn’t mean to curse.”

“But, Andy…” Richards said, gripping Baxter’s arm. “You need to…”

“The Idlewild’s going into warp,” J’hana said.

“Match course and speed and engage, Madera.”

“I’m going as fast as I can, but their acceleration curve is double ours,” Madera said. “They’re putting distance between us fast.”

“They’re nearing the edge of sensor range,” J’hana called out.

“More speed,” Baxter said, stepping forward, gripping Madera’s chair. “Divert emergency power to the engines. Take it from life support and shields if you have to.”

“Our shields are already unstable,” Sparks said.

“What, everyone’s backing out of this now?” Baxter demanded.

“Andy,” Peterman said softly, taking Baxter’s hand.

Baxter pulled it away. “I’m not just going to let him…”

“Captain, the Idlewild just disappeared from sensors,” J’hana said.

“They’re out of range now,” Sparks said. “And they appeared to activate sensor-reflective shielding just as they left sensor range. There’s no way to extrapolate their course. They’re gone.”

“Gone,” Baxter said dumbly, staring at the streaking stars on the viewscreen.

“We’re pushing the engines as hard as we can,” Madera said. “We can’t keep this up for long.”

“All stop,” Baxter said with a deep sigh. “Dispatch damage control, whatever you have to do.” He walked back to the command chair, feeling the eyes of everyone on him. He looked up. “Well? What are you all looking at?”

“Andy,” Peterman said, stepping up to Baxter.

“Daddy is hailing again,” J’hana said.

Baxter sighed, deflated, his back to the viewscreen. “On screen.”

“Son, this is your father,” Harlan Baxter said as he appeared on the viewscreen. “We’ve got a fleet ready to intercept Ficker. If you can stall him, and we can coordinate this thing right, we can pin him in and stop him once and for…” He glanced at someone off-screen. Somebody whispered something in his ear. “He what? They did? Son of a…”

“Baxter,” Baxter said, and headed for his ready room. “I’m a son of a Baxter. Chris, you’ve got the bridge…”



“Well done people, well done,” Captain Ficker said, circling the Idlewild’s bridge and shaking hands…all but the hand of his helmsman, Ensign Seth Crane, who feared human contact.

“Yes, it was a thorough pantsing,” Roland Worthy said dully from his position behind Ficker. “I don’t see why we didn’t just dive in and finish off the Explorer, and the other ships that pursued us.”

Ficker glanced back at Worthy. “Commander, we do not ‘finish off’ Federation vessels. We don’t murder on a large scale. That’s not what we do. We may be rogues, operating outside of Starfleet, the Federation, any jurisdiction–but we’re still part of Starfleet!”

“So you’d be all right with murder on a small scale?” Worthy asked casually.

“You’re not getting my point!”

“We’re not part of Starfleet, but we’re still part of Starfleet.”

“Exactly,” Ficker nodded.

Worthy gave a genteel bow. “Crystal clear, Captain, as always.”

Just then, the aft doors at the back of the bridge opened and Maura Drake stepped out. “Can someone tell me what’s been going on?”

“You’ve got your dilithium, Doctor, you should be pleased,” Ficker said, smiling at Worthy.

“Yes, but the firefight we just got into nearly destabilized the brainwave amplifiers in my lab.”

“Brainwave amplifiers,” Ficker said, rubbing his hands together. “Sounds interesting.”

“I’m not ready to talk about it yet,” Drake said. “But, we’ll, uh, need a few more volunteers.”

“Choose any of our crewmembers you need. This project is our top prioritiy.”

Drake thought about it for a moment and smiled. “Good. I’m glad we’re all on the same page. I’ll be belowdecks.”

“Let us know if we can be of any help, any help at all,” Ficker said, with a pleasant wave.

“She’s quite an asset,” Worthy said flatly.

“Indeed,” Ficker replied. He turned to Worthy. “Now then, we’ve got some extra dilithium, right? What’s say we find a strategic way to get rid of it and make Baxter look like even more of an ass.”

“I doubt that’s possible,” Worthy quipped.



“Exhilarating. If all away teams are like that, I’m in for a real treat!” Cadet Colby Mathers exclaimed as he sat at one of the side booths in Space Tastes, with Sparks and Piper.

“None of them are like that,” Sparks said tiredly, leaning her head on the table. “And I don’t think there’ll ever be one quite like that again.”

“That’s unfortunate,” Mathers said. “I really kinda got into it. The teamwork, the pressure to win. I could really get used to stuff like that!”

“We lost,” Sparks moaned. “Horribly!”

“But we did it with gusto!”

Just then, Janice Browning arrived with a wide tray. “Are you sure this is all you want?”

“Just salads, and keep them coming,” Sparks said. “I ate so much cheese in the last three days, I’ll be lucky if I ever…”

Piper and Mathers looked at her.

“…get over it,” she finished her thought and grabbed a bowl of salad from Browning’s tray as the others took their bowls.

“Plato’s been asking about you,” Browning said. “I had to put him on potato peeling detail just to keep him from running off the ship to join you.”

“That’s sweet,” Sparks said.

Browning grinned. “He likes you.”

Sparks smiled to herself as she nibbled at her salad. “I like him too. But I’m not sure he gets it though, you know, the Starfleet thing…”

“If you ask me, I’d say that’s a plus,” Browning said with a chuckle. “Enjoy your salads guys. Let me know if you want some real food…”

“I would have actually enjoyed some pizza,” Piper said thoughtfully as he stabbed at his mixed greens.

“I hope I never see a pizza again,” Sparks said as Browning walked off.

“I hope I get to go on an away team again,” Mathers said cheerily.

Piper shrugged. “I spent the day talking to crazy people. Guess I got off easy.”



Baxter’s door chime rang, and he let it ring a few times before finally saying, “Come.”

Peterman appeared in the doorway, stepping in with Steffie at her side, as Baxter looked out his readyroom viewport.

“Make it fast. I’m busy putting off an incredibly uncomfortable conversation with my Father. Think he’ll shoot me out an airlock, or just court martial me?”

“Steffie’s scared,” Peterman said, lifting Steffie and sitting her on Baxter’s desk. “She’s never seen you like that, not to mention being on the bridge you know, on the verge of being blasted to pieces.”

“She shouldn’t be on the bridge,” Baxter said thoughtfully.

“Well,” Peterman said, sitting opposite Baxter’s desk. “Guess you had a bit of a nutty today.”

“He won,” Baxter said with a dry laugh.

“This round, yes.”

Baxter turned toward her. “He beat me in a pizza-selling contest, which resulted in him being given an obscene amount of dilithium. At the same time, I ruined a relationship with a vital trade partner and single- handedly initiated a Federation-wide dilithium shortage. Meanwhile, Ficker comes out a hero to his people.”

“It could be worse…” Peterman sighed.

“I don’t see how.”

“Richards to Baxter.”

“Yeah.”

“You might want to have a look at the news.”

Baxter shook his head. “Okay, to my terminal.” He punched up his terminal and turned it so Peterman could see too.

It was Joan Redding, broadcasting from the Associated Worlds Network news desk. “…just in…Federation President Bradley Dillon announced moments ago that he reached an agreement with the Starship Idlewild, a non-aligned vessel which once belonged to Starfleet and has since been taken over by rogues, to acquire a substantial amount of dilithium ore. We are still confirming the details; however, it appears that Ficker negotiated a trade agreement with the people of Etracia to get the ore, and in a sign of good faith and goodwill, gave a substantial portion of it to the Federation. Pundits have suggested that Ficker and his people seek to destabilize Starfleet, and by extension, the Federation; however, this development brings all of that into question. Also unusual is the fact that the U.S.S. Explorer, also assigned to negotiate for the dilithium, has apparently fractured the cordial relationship the Federation has shared with Etracia for more than two centuries. It remains to be seen whether diplomats will be able to repair that relationship. Perhaps Captain Ficker should be called in to consult…”

Baxter slammed his hand down on the terminal, shutting the screen off.

Peterman looked to him sincerely. “Andy, it’s okay if you want to go somewhere and vent. I’m sure you’re feeling a lot of emotions right now. It’s not healthy to bottle them up.”

“I’m not going to bottle them up,” Baxter said, as a smile started to spread across his face. “As a matter of fact, I know exactly how I’m going to vent them.”



“The Vulcan has mind control capabilities.”

Those words echoed throughout the homes of the Etracians.

“Yes. Ficker is using him to influence all his customers, to brainwash them into thinking his pizza is the best!”

Those words echoed throughout the restaurants and marketplaces all over the planet.

“I’m…I’m speechless.”

“We were too.”

Those words echoed throughout the halls of the grand House of Governance.

“It’s ingenious.”

“Yes, that’s what I…huh?”

The Autarch loomed over the kneeling Porphon and sneered as the playback continued:

“If we had this capability, commerce on Etracia would be second to none! Your Captain Ficker is an even more gifted entrepreneur than we thought he was. If only we were so good at manipulating the weak, addle minded consumers of our world. We would be rich beyond the dreams of avarice!”

“It just keeps repeating. We can’t stop it,” Porphon stammered. “I don’t understand. That starship…the Explorer…just came along and….somehow downloaded it into our communications nets! The Andorian must have recorded our conversation with her tricorder…I never meant…my liege, I never meant for others to hear it!”

“Porphon…” the Autarch said in a low, threatening voice.

“Yes, Great Autarch?” Porphon squeaked, looking up fearfully.

“Grab a smock. You’re going to be making pizza for a long, long time…”

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOoooooooooooo ooooooooooo!”



THE END.



NEXT:



What better way to take a break from all your worries then to travel back to your old starship for a reunion? Well, there are probably better ways when your former crewmates don’t like you very much, as Captain Baxter and Commander Richards soon discover, as they visit the Aquarius to celebrate Captain Hatton’s retirement. But when a crisis emerges to disrupt the celebration, will it be Baxter and Richards who find themselves…retired?




The Age of Aquarius



STARBASE 201



“You’ve done an excellent job screwing this up, Captain Baxter,” Fleet Admiral Alynna Nechayev said over the viewscreen at Starbase 201, where the Explorer was receiving minor repairs after a brief but thorough pounding, compliments of the USS Idlewild.

“I made a damn fine pizza, though,” Baxter said.

“Watch yer backtalk, boy!” Harlan Baxter roared, facing the viewport at the back of the small conference room, not even looking at Baxter.

“We had constructed an ornate plan to capture Baxter, bringing together a small task force of capable starships to converge on the target and strategically eliminate her shields and weapons,” Nechayev continued.

“I have a capable starship,” Baxter muttered under his breath.

“You chased him away,” Nechayev said. “And with his ship, you also chased away the majority of our dilithium supply for the next seventeen years.”

“We managed to get it back,” Baxter offered meekly.

“FICKER gave it to us, thanks to a deal he worked out with President Dillon. That we would even negotiate with this malcontent at this point…” Nechayev looked off in the distance, shaking her head. “But we would not have even been in this position had it not been for you and your crew.”

“So what you’re saying is, I screwed up.”

“No, I said that last year. This year, I am saying you screwed up for the last time. If you screw up again, we will rescind your commission and give the Explorer to a captain who knows what the hell he’s doing.”

Baxter glanced over at Harlan. “Dad? A little chime in from the old man would really help about now.”

“You singlehandely unraveled our whole plan to stop Ficker and capture the Idlewild,” Harlan said, a cigar smouldering in his hand. He set it on the ashtray on the small conference table. “Who knows when we’ll have a chance to get our hands on him again.”

“You can be sure of one thing,” Baxter said, looking resolutely at Nechayev. “I will use every resource at my disposal to find and capture Ficker. I promise you, I will find him, and when I find him…”

“You’ll do no such thing,” Nechayev said tightly. “You are to report any further interaction with Alvin Ficker directly to Starfleet Intelligence and then go about your business. Are we clear?”

Baxter folded and unfolded his hands on top of the table. “Yeah, but he’s my, you know…nemesis.”

Nechayev rubbed the bridge of her nose tiredly. “This is Starfleet. The United Federation of Planets. We don’t deal in…nemeses…”

“But…”

“This conversation is over,” Nechayev said and reached for a button. With that, she disappeared from the viewscreen.

“Well she didn’t have to say it like that,” Baxter muttered, turning to Harlan. “And a fat lot of help you were, Dad. Thanks for just leaving me out to dry…what happened to solidarity? It wasn’t long ago we were both sitting in this chair, facing Nechayev, defending on…”

“We aren’t sitting in the same chair anymore,” Harlan said, turning to Baxter. He grabbed his cigar and pointed at Baxter with it. “You compromised a vital operation here, boy. You don’t seem to understand the gravity of what you did. Captains have been reassigned to desk jobs for less!”

“I already have a desk,” Baxter said.

“Sometimes I wonder if you were adopted, boy,” Harlan muttered and headed for the door.

“I might be, depending on how many other evil geneticists you were working with in the 2340’s!”

“Straighten up and fly right, son, or I’ll blow yer ship up myself,” Harlan mumbled, pushing the cigar into his mouth.

“Tell Mom I said ‘hi,’” Baxter called after him.



“It’s not so bad,” Commander Chris Richards said, sipping an ale at one of the tables in the Constellation Club, which currently had a blissful view of the gray interior of Starbase 201.

“How do you figure?” Baxter asked, staring into his drink.

“Nechayev could have come all the way from Earth to yell at you.”

“Dad did plenty of that on his own.”

“Did he really threaten to blow us up?”

“I think he was partially kidding.”

“I hope so.”

Baxter stared at his drink some more. “Am I losing it, Chris?”

Richards let out a long breath. “Boy, I thought you’d hold off on the existential crisis at least until you were forty.”

“I mean it. Am I losing my grip?”

“I’ve always thought you were in a slow and steady process of losing your grip ever since I met you back on the Aquarius. But then again, I’m not the one to ask. This is more your wife’s area.”

“Because she’s a counselor or because she’s my wife?”

Richards sipped from his drink and shrugged. “Either, really.”

“By the way…speaking of the Aquarius,” Baxter said, sliding a padd across the table at Richards. “I got this yesterday. We’ve been invited to Captain Hatton’s retirement party.”

“Feldora Hatton. Haven’t thought about her in a long time.”

“Yeah, me neither,” Baxter said thoughtfully.

“That old battleaxe is finally retiring?” Richards asked. “What is she, ninety-eight, ninety-nine?”

“Something like that. She was curmudgeonly even back when we were on the ship.”

“But she enjoyed a good prank,” Richards remembered fondly.

“Especially when it was played on me.”

“She did seem to enjoy…rattling you.” Richards arched an eyebrow. “I’m kind of surprised they remembered to invite us.”

“I’m sure it was a computerized thing. She probably never even looked at the list.” Baxter sighed. “It’s just as well that we don’t go. Nobody liked us on that ship, and I’ve been talked down to quite enough for one week.”

“Speak for yourself! I was well-liked in engineering.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “Being in inventory hurt my chances of winning friends and influencing people, I guess.”

“But look at you now,” Richards said encouragingly. “You’re captain of a starship. Well-liked by your crew. Well…at least…somewhat liked by your crew. You’ve had adventures most captains dare not dream of. You saved the universe, prevented the Earth from being taken over by the Ferengi, fought the Borg, the Furachi, the Leeramar, the Romulans…”

Baxter stroked his beard thoughtfully. “And still had time to get married and have a kid, which is really the only gauge of success that matters when it comes to these reunion-type deals.”

“Yeah, you did that too,” Richards said. “You’ve built up a nice life for yourself here. Save the last day or two, what with Nechayev threatening to take away your commission and your dad threatening to blow us all up.”

“You know, I think I forgot Father’s Day this year…maybe that’s why he was so mad,” Baxter mused.

“Somehow I doubt it. At any rate, you could use a getaway to get your mind off things. Heck, we both could.”

“You might just be on to something, Chris,” Baxter said thoughtfully. “Hell, let’s do it!”

Mirk walked up to the table, wearing his glittering gold dinner jacket and a broad smile. “Anything else for you guys?”

“Nope, I think we’re all set,” Richards said. “We’re going to the Aquarius!”

Baxter nodded. “We’ll show those bastards who’s successful!”

“Are you talking about Nechayev and your father or the Aquarius people?” Richards asked.

Baxter shrugged. “All of the above.”



“What do you mean you can’t go with me?” Baxter asked, following Peterman down the corridor, on the way to pick up Steffie from toddlercise.

“I’ve got a lot on my plate,” Peterman said. “You know Tilleran’s going to be back tomorrow. She’s going to need a lot of my attention.”

“Didn’t your attention exacerbate her telepathy problem last time?”

Peterman faltered. “That was never proven. Besides, I’m still her counselor, and she needs my help.”

“Well, I suppose you’ve got noble reasons for staying behind.”

“Besides, why do you need me to come along? It’s a retirement party.”

“Because I thought it could be that romantic getaway that we’ve been planning on,” Baxter said, leaning in and kissing Peterman’s ear.

Just then Richards walked up. “Hey buddy, I’m all packed. Is Kelly coming with us? I can’t wait to get on the runabout and start drinking!”

Baxter glared at Richards. “Shields up, back off nice and slow…”

“I’ll just be…over here somewhere…” Richards said, pointing down the corridor.

“A romantic getaway?” Peterman asked. “With you, me, and Chris Richards?”

“There are separate bunks on the runabout,” Baxter floundered.

“Nice,” Peterman said. “Well, you go on and have a nice time with Chris. I’ve got things I have to take care of here on the ship.”

“Damn,” Baxter said. “I was really hoping you could come with me. I bet everyone else will have spouses.”

“You want me to come with you so you can show me off?” Peterman snapped, as the doors to the holodeck opened up, revealing a dance studio within.

“Here she is! We did ballet today!” Holographic Richard Simmons announced, proudly holding Steffie’s hand. “Your daughter’s so adept at…”

“Computer, end program,” Baxter snapped, dissolving Simmons and the dance studio. “So I don’t suppose I can get any of that ‘I almost got us blown up and kicked out of Starfleet, but not necessarily in that order’ sympathy from you?”

“No, safe to say we’re fresh out of that particular kind of sympathy,” Peterman said, shifting Steffie up on her hip as they headed back down the corridor. “However, as your counselor, I think this trip will be therapeutic. You need to get away.”

“So I can get perspective, and remember what it means to be a true leader?”

“Sure, that too. But also because your obsession about destroying Ficker is becoming a big turnoff among the crew.”

“Great. Well, try to put in a good word for me in your therapy sessions.”

“Don’t you know I always do?” Peterman said with a smile.

“See, it’s times like these I can’t figure out if you’re lying.”

“She is,” Steffie said with a giggle, reaching out and batting Baxter on the nose.



Early the next morning, Baxter and Richards walked into the shuttle bay and headed toward the parked runabout Irawadi, just as the massive hangar doors opened, and the runabout Passaic glided in through the transparent forcefield.

“Damn,” Baxter said. “I was hoping to leave before they got here. Now this is going to be awkward…”

“This isn’t going to be awkward,” Richards said. “It’s going to be awkward when J’hana jumps out of a custodial closet and pounces Tilleran out in the corridor.” He giggled. “Wish I could be here to see that.”

Baxter gave an uncomfortable chuckle. “Yeah, me too, kinda. It’s nice you guys have that…kind…of relationship.”

“Yeah,” Richards said, trailing off into thought as the Passaic set down.

The hatch opened and a weary looking Hartley and Tilleran ambled out, carrying their duffles.

“Captain…Commander?” Hartley asked.

“Oh, Commander Hartley…Commander Tilleran,” Baxter said, looking between the two, standing halfway between the Passaic and the Irawadi. “How was the trip?”

“Enlightening,” Tilleran said flatly. “The vacation part was fun.”

“Well, as long as you learned something…” Baxter said.

“I’m not sure I did,” Tilleran said thoughtfully.

“I learned I miss my husband something fierce. You never know how much you miss a guy with the ability to fly and move things with his mind. Not to mention the backrubs…” She sighed.

“Well, nice chatting with you guys,” Baxter said. “Good luck rejoining the crew. It’s been a busy few weeks. I’m sure Kelly will…”

“YEARGGHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” came a shrill scream from outside the shuttlebay.

“J’hana! Back! Back! What are you doing?” came another voice, which was unmistakably Counselor Peterman’s.

“I think J’hana just pounced on your wife by accident,” Richards said.

“I’m not sure it was an accident,” Baxter said.

“Yeah, me neither.”

“And we’re off!” Baxter said, giving a quick nod to Hartley and Tilleran. “Important trip. Command trip. Special operations…ship’s…management…training…for managers. Bye!”

And with that the pair hurried into the waiting Irawadi. Moments later, its engines warmed up and it lifted off the shuttlebay floor.

Then the doors to the shuttlebay opened and Peterman stumbled in, hair mussed, looking confused. “J’hana…what the…”

“My apologies,” J’hana said with a knowing grin, following behind her. “I must’ve mistaken you for Commander Tilleran.”

“Right,” Peterman said as she approached Tilleran. “Commander! Glad to have you back on the ship. We have so much to talk about.”

“Let her at least get a shower and a breakfast,” Hartley muttered, shouldering past Peterman. “It’s been a long three weeks.”

“Yes, I understand that you spent much of it vacationing…”

“Yeah, it was…” Tilleran looked at Hartley.

“Fun,” Hartley said.

“Yes,” Tilleran affirmed.

“She met a man!” Hartley exclaimed.

“Well, I didn’t meet him…I sort of already knew him,” Tilleran said. “Besides, it’s not like there’s anything happening between us. Crellus and I are just going to…support each other in recovery.”

Peterman looked at J’hana, whose antennae twitched slightly at the last comment. “Well, glad to hear things are going so well,” she said. “Support can be crucial in the recovery process.’

“Yes. Crucial,” J’hana rumbled.



“This is the life, isn’t it?” Baxter said as he and Richards sat at the controls of the Irawadi.

“Flying through space in a runabout?” Richards asked. “Yes, it’s breathtaking.”

“No, I mean the two of us, just us guys. It’s a vacation for men. A…a…” Baxter’s eyebrows shot up. “Mancation!”

Richards shook his head. “If you made up that term, you’re probably better off if you don’t take credit for it.”

“Afraid to get in touch with your inner man?” Baxter asked, punching Richards in the arm.

Richards shook his head. “I don’t want to see any inner men on this trip.”

“Whatever. You need to loosen up.”

“I’m loose,” Richards said. “It’s just that I, well…I miss J’hana.”

“We’ve been gone four hours.”

“Yeah, I know. But I’m kinda getting used to her…touch…”

Baxter turned back to a control panel, shifting awkwardly in his seat. “That’s called a callous.”

“I’m serious. I think this is really going somewhere.”

“Well, I suppose I’m glad…”

“I figured you’d be ecstatic. Lord knows you didn’t want me with Janice.”

“I wanted whatever’s best for both of you,” Baxter shot back. “However, I’m also of the belief that intracrew romance is not a great idea.”

“You’re married to our counselor, and you nearly officiated my marriage to Janice…twice.”

“Well…”

“Plus, you plan the crew mixer every month just so you can watch to see if anyone hooks up.”

“Nonsense! It’s just good for morale.”

“Sure, sure,” Richards said, folding his arms and leaning back.

“Different captains manage different ways. What, you want me to be more like Hatton?”

“Hey, she got results.”

“The Aquarius was an interstellar errand ship. The best result she could hope for was getting cargo from Ceti Alpha to Orpheus Ornari.”

“Deride if you must, Andy, but you know she was respected.”

“And I’m not?”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Yeah. You’re quiet at all the wrong times,” Baxter muttered, swiveling around and easing out of his seat, headed toward the aft compartment.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You know!”



SEVENTEEN YEARS AGO U.S.S. AQUARIUS



Ensign Andy Baxter, wide-eyed, fresh out of the academy, and eagerly awaiting his first foray into the world of Inventory Control, stepped out of the airlock, and into the narrow corridor of U.S.S. Aquarius, duffle on his shoulder and assignment padd in hand.

“Wow…I’m actually here,” he said, looking around the Aquarius corridor.

“Yeah, it’s a miracle of technology that the shuttle was able to bring you over from drydock,” a slim, dark-haired lieutenant commander said, approaching Baxter with narrowed eyes. “You Baxter?”

“Yes, sir,” Baxter said, handing the man his padd. “Ensign Andy Baxter reporting for duty. You must be Commander Faulkner?”

“Yeah,” Faulkner said, looking at the padd and turning to head down the corridor. “Your bunk’s this way, Ensign.”

Baxter jogged to keep up with Faulkner. “This is exciting. I’ve been so looking forward to going on a real mission.”

“Yeah,” Faulkner said, then turned to Baxter. “Are you going to be this annoying for the whole assignment?”

Baxter blinked. “I didn’t realize I was being annoying. I’m just, you know, excited and all…”

“Yeah, I get that.”

“Starfleet Academy was…challenging. I’m just looking forward to getting out, you know, and doing the space…thing.”

“You do know what Aquarius’ mission is, don’t you?”

“Well, I have to admit, I haven’t read all the stuff they gave me during the assignment debrief, but…”

“We’re an Oberth-class ship, so obviously you’re not going to be in any big firefights. Two phaser blasts and this thing will ignite like a Roman candle.”

“Diplomatic missions, then, eh?” Baxter asked.

“Please,” Faulkner said. “I’ll give you a hint: Our first mission involves a disabled garbage scow…a vessel only slightly uglier and less capable than this one.”

“No job is too small for Starfleet, huh?” Baxter asked, nudging Faulkner.

“And how about you DON’T nudge me,” Faulkner muttered, pointing to the door. “Here you go. Bunk in, then report to engineering in an hour for morning briefing.”

“Yes, sir. I won’t let you down.”

“You’re the inventory office on a completely irrelevant starship. There’s no possible way you could fall below my expectations.”

“That’s nice of you to say,” Baxter said with a small grin and headed into his room.

Faulkner laughed as the door closed.

Baxter found himself in a darkened room. “Computer…lights.”

The lights came on and Baxter found himself in another corridor. “That’s odd,” he said as he headed down the corridor. “I could have sworn Mister Faulkner said these were my quarters. Maybe they’re through here…” He found another doorway and headed in…

Into another corridor.

Perplexed, Baxter forged on. Down each corridor he went, and through each door he found another corridor.

This was getting exhausting!

Baxter slapped his combadge. “Baxter to bridge.”

“Bridge. Morse here.”

“Hi, Commander Morse. Ensign Andy Baxter, new inventory guy. I, uh, seem to be having a problem finding my quarters.”

“Yeah, new officers tend to get lost when they first come aboard Aquarius. Just head all the way to the end of the hallway and go through the doors marked ‘Do Not Enter.’”

“Yeah, but if they’re marked…”

“It’s fine, trust me.”

Baxter shrugged. “Well, okay…” He headed to the end of the corridor, and sure enough, there was the door: DO NOT ENTER.

He slapped the panel beside the door and it slid open, revealing a small, concave room.

Within, there was a hatch in the floor marked clearly “Junior Officers.”

“This must be it!” Baxter announced, and reached down, pumping the hatch open.

The air was sucked suddenly out of the room as decompression sirens blared.

Baxter suddenly found himself sucked into cold, dark space, right out the bottom of the Aquarius’ saucer section, headed toward the lower engine section, where, sure enough, as his inertia brought him slamming into the hull, had another hatch labeled “Junior Officers.”

With ebbing strength, Baxter pumped the lever on that hatch, and it opened, mercifully, dropping him into a spartan set of quarters.

He reached up numbly and shoved the hatch closed as more decompression sirens blared.

“Morse to new inventory officer,” came a comm into the room. “Did you find the place all right? I know it’s a bit out of the way…”

Baxter gasped for air. “I always wondered how one got from one part of an Oberth class ship to another…”

“Computer, end program,” a grizzled voice said from behind Baxter. The room fizzled and reshaped into an orange on black holodeck grid.

Baxter turned to look at a short, hourglass-shaped woman with a bun of salt and pepper gray hair. “Captain Hatton?”

“Sure enough is,” Hatton said dryly, stepping forward. “Welcome aboard.”

“That was all an elaborate hologram?”

“Consider it an initiation,” Hatton said.

Baxter grinned. “So after all that, I’m one of you now?”

“I wouldn’t go that far, Bannister. Your cabin’s down this hall and to the left. You’ve got an hour before your briefing in engineering and I suggest you get settled in.”

“It’s Baxter actually.”

“Whatever.”

Well, thanks for…”

“There will be more pranks to come,” Hatton said, and ducked out of the holodeck with a chortle.



Baxter awoke with a start. How long had he been asleep?

“You’ve been asleep for four hours, if you were wondering,” Commander Richards said, not looking up from his padd as he sat at the conference table in the aft cabin eating his soup. “What did you mean by that, by the way?”

“Mean by what?” Baxter asked, rubbing his eyes and swinging his legs over the back-breaking runabout bunk.

“That I’m quiet at all the wrong times?”

“Oh, I wasn’t trying to start anything, I was just…”

“Well, you did start something. You always do that, Andy. Just drop a little comment and expect it to go un-addressed.”

“I’m not sure that’s a word.”

Richards turned to Baxter. “Are you trying to say something or what?”

“Not at all.”

“Are you still ticked after being yelled at by Starfleet Command?”

“No.”

“Is this about Janice?”

Baxter put his face in his hands. “Dear God, not everything is about Janice.”

“Because I’m over that. The whole thing with you and her.”

“Oh for Pete’s…there was no thing between us, and Kelly, Janice and I were over this thing a year ago.”

“Okay, well…now that’s settled,” Richards said. “So what were you trying to say?”

“It was about nothing,” Baxter said, and sighed. “Okay, if you must know, it was about me and you.”

“What about you and me?”

“I think you know.”

“I really don’t. Indulge me.”

“Okay…”



SEVENTEEN YEARS AGO



“So the engines are running at peak capacity,” Faulkner said disinterestedly, looking up from his engineering schematics at the main console in the Aquarius’ cramped engine room, surrounded by his officers. “Well, as close to peak as they can be considering what we have to work with.”

“Jeeze, have some pride in your work,” a voice called from behind Faulkner.

“Oooh, is that guy going to get in trouble,” Baxter said under his breath as he sat to the rear of the handful of officers tasked to engineering.

“Who’s that?” Faulkner asked, turning toward the sound of the voice.

“Ensign Chris Richards, warp field specialist,” the young officer with a tuft of brown hair replied. “And I’m just suggesting you have some pride in your work. We’re all lucky to be here. We could be wasting away on some godforsaken freighter, or even worse, we could be on a ship like the Enterprise, which gets into danger all the time. Think about how easy we have it!”

“You’re way out of line, mister,” Faulkner said, then softened. “But I have to admire your bravado. It takes guts to speak up to a senior officer like that.”

“I speak my mind,” Richards said and stepped forward to shake Faulkner’s hand. “That’s something you can guarantee I’ll do as long as I serve under you.”

“Learn from this guy, fellas,” Faulkner said. “He’s got a distinguished future in Starfleet ahead of him.”

“Huh,” Baxter said, folding his arms. “So much for flying under the sensor beam.”

“Baxter, this meeting’s going to be running a little long today,” Faulkner said, patting Richards on the back. “Why don’t you go to the kitchen and inventory the coffee supplies, then requisition a few lattes for me and the other guys.”

“I’m not your personal errand-boy!” Baxter said, trying to stir up the gumption Richards had shown.

“Uh, yeah you are,” Faulkner replied. “Get along now…”

Richards looked from Faulkner to Baxter. “Do you really have to demean the guy, just to make a point?”

“I like your style, Ensign. You’re right. My mistake. Ensign Baxter…will you please, pretty please, with Talosian sugar on top, go get us some coffee.”

“Well, when you ask it that way…” Baxter muttered.



“So what? I was liked by the guys in engineering. Is there anything wrong with that?” Richards asked as Baxter joined him at the table in the Irawadi’s aft cabin.

“No,” Baxter said. “But you could have stood up for me a little more.”

“We were both ensigns. It was every man for himself, and you knew what you’d signed on for as much as I did,” Richards said. “I couldn’t help it I was a little more well-liked than you were at the beginning.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Baxter said. “So let’s just drop it. We’ll be at the Aquarius soon enough and then we’ll have all the time in the world to dredge up old memories.”

“I’m enjoying this mancation already,” Richards mumbled, heading off to the foreward cabin.



SEVENTEEN YEARS AGO



Ensign Baxter shuffled back to his cabin after a long day of supply inventory in the aft cargo bay. It wasn’t bad enough he had to shimmy up the narrow corridor of tubes that lead from the drive section to the saucer section, but once he got up there he faced a giant room full of used driver coils that looked exactly alike, and weren’t numbered sequentially. It wasn’t a rousing start for an inventory officer’s day.

“Richards to Baxter,” chirped Baxter’s combadge as he approached his door.

“Baxter here. Is there something you need, Ensign?”

“No, not particularly. I just…I felt bad about how you were treated at that meeting, and thought you might like to get a drink or something…compare notes about the academy?”

“That’s nice, man. I actually could use a drink…just give me a few minutes to freshen up and…” He punched the code for his cabin door and it slid open.

And a wall of water gushed out, knocking him to the deck.

“Come to think of it,” Baxter said, leaning up on his elbows, spitting water out as he stared into his soaked cabin. “I think I’m already refreshed as it is.”

“Hatton to Inventory officer…I’m up on the bridge and sensors indicate a slight replicator problem in your quarters. Are you all right?”

“That was another prank, wasn’t it?”

“It sure was, Inventory officer. Enjoy your day.”

“My name’s Andy.”

“Uh-huh. Hatton out.”



“You can’t let it get to you,” Ensign Richards said, sitting with Baxter in a back corner of Star Hustler, the Aquarius’ crew lounge. “Everyone goes through a little hazing when they’re just starting out in Starfleet.”

“You didn’t.”

“Well, I’ve had my share of friendly ribbing,” Richards said. “Just yesterday, when we were out white water rafting on the holodeck, the guys pushed my raft over. We all had a great laugh.”

“I think that’s a bit different from what’s happening to me.”

“Well, maybe I’ll talk to Faulkner. See if I can’t get the captain and the others to lay off you.”

Baxter beamed. “You’d do that?”

“Sure,” Richards said. “It’s the only humane thing to do.”

“You’re a decent guy, Chris. If I ever get a command, I promise I’ll bring you aboard.”

“Gee, thanks…” Richards said. “I guess…anything’s possible.”

“And will you do the same, you know, if you get a command before I do?”

Richards smiled uncomfortably. “Uh, sure…hey, you want another drink?”



“There she is,” Richards said, as he and Baxter stepped into the Irawadi’s cockpit and saw the Oberth-class ship hanging in planetary orbit through the viewport. “U.S.S. Aquarius. Looks the same as she did two decades ago.”

“Needs a new paintjob,” Baxter said idly, leaning on one of the pilot’s chairs.

“She’s a thirty year old ship. Of course she’ll look a little the worse for wear,” Richards said. “The Explorer’s looked worse.”

“We had an excuse. Our ship was stepped on by a giant alien.”

“Every ship has a story,” Richards said idly. “Hmmm…” He glanced over his panel. “I’m not picking up other Starfleet vessels in orbit. I guess the other guys took runabouts or shuttles like we did. But…that’s interesting.”

“What?”

“I see two other signals in orbit on the other side of the planet from the Aquarius. Nonaligned vessels. No registry.”

“Captain Hatton must have friends visiting for her retirement,” Baxter said. “Guests from all over the quadrant coming to honor that old…”

“Now now, Captain,” Richards said. “Remember, you’re going to be the bigger man.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “The bigger man.”



“This will be good for you,” Peterman said, standing next to Tilleran in the turbolift. “An hour or two on the bridge, getting acclimated to your surroundings again.” She tugged back on Charlotte’s leash as the little golden retriever tugged on it playfully.

“I can work a full shift if you want,” Tilleran said. “I feel fine.”

“No lingering guilt? Depression? Pangs of loneliness or regret?”

“No, though I did have a bit of a stomach thing when I woke up this morning.”

“Hmm. Duly noted.” Peterman shook her head. “Nope, I want you to get back into the swing of things slowly. You’ve been gone a few weeks, and there’s been a lot of hurt feelings between you and the other crew members. It’s best to take things one step at a time.”

“I guess,” Tilleran said. “Hey, by the way, with Captain Baxter and Commander Richards gone, who’s in command?”

“That’s one of the reasons I want you to take this slow,” Peterman said in a low voice, as the turbolift doors slid open and they stepped onto the bridge.

J’hana sat in the command chair. She pivoted to face Peterman and Tilleran. “Well, look what the cat dragged in. Or should I say puppy.”

“I’m just bringing Commander Tilleran by to work an hour or two on the bridge to get settled back in,” Peterman said, making her way down to the front of the bridge with Charlotte.

“Very well,” J’hana said drily. “Sparks, you are relieved. Go below decks and run four kilometers in the gym.”

“But…”

“A firm body is the hallmark of a good Starfleet officer.” Her gaze shifted to the young cadet. “Put all that youthful exuberance to good use. Get along now.” She gave a wink and nodded toward the turbolift.

“Um…okay…” she said, casting a worried look at Peterman as she headed for the turbolift.

“And bring this fat slob with you,” J’hana said, pointing at Mathers at ops. “He’s a metric tonne if he’s a gram, and looking at his fat hindquarters is beginning to make me ill.”

“Hey, I’ve been working on dieting!” Mathers protested, as he shoved off to follow Sparks.

“WORK HARDER!” J’hana snapped, and turned back to the viewscreen. “Ridley, please move from the environmental control console to ops.”

“Yes, Commander,” Ridley said crisply, head down as she moved to the operations console.

Peterman stepped down to join J’hana in the command area as Tilleran took sciences. “So, what’s it like to be in charge?”

“This crew is lazy and undisciplined, although that should come as a surprise to no one. Look at the captain.”

Peterman turned to her console and brought up a list of shipwide updates. “You’ve got everyone…working out?”

“Yes. It’s about time this crew learned a thing or two about discipline.”

“You converted cargo bays five and six into auxiliary athletic clubs?”

“Yes. They do not have full nautilus capabilities, but the free weights are excellent.” J’hana’s antennae flexed. “This crew will get into shape.”

“And…cargo bay seven is now the women’s shower room?”

“That’s correct. There are a lot of women on this ship, and a lot of them are now sweating. Profusely.” J’hana turned away to monitor the console on the command chair’s arm.

At that, Tilleran laughed. “As always, J’hana, your intentions are pure. Or puerile, as the case may be.”

J’hana scoffed and continued to look at her console.

Peterman nodded. “You know, you’re only in command for like forty-eight hours.”

“A lot can happen in that time,” J’hana said, and turned to Peterman. “By the way, Counselor, you’re looking a bit husky yourself.”

“J’hana!” Peterman snapped.

“Yes, I believe you’re developing some extra…paunch…around your jowls and hips.”

“Jowls?” Tilleran asked, stifling a laugh.

“Please report to Rec Room Seven and execute calisthenics program J’hana Fourteen.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Peterman protested.

“I assure you, Counselor, I am not.”

“I’ve got a full day of appointments!”

“Give them to Cadet Piper. That’s why you have a staff. Besides, Piper has outstanding pectorals as it is; he does not need to put in any additional time in the gym.”

“J’hana!”

“Go. That is an order.”

Peterman huffed. “We’ll just see about this!”

“Do not make me discipline you,” J’hana said sharply. “I would enjoy nothing more than that. And, by the way, your puppy has a fat hind end as well.”

“Oooooh now you’ve gone too far!” Peterman snapped, pulling Charlotte into the turbolift. “Wait until Andy hears about this!”

“I am shaking in my proverbial boots, Counselor.”

Tilleran leaned against her console. “Glad to see things are about the same around here.”

“Good to have you back, Imzadi,” J’hana said, and returned her attention to the console next to her. It was shower time belowdecks, and she had security footage to review.



Baxter and Richards ducked out of the Irawadi, glancing around the Aquarius shuttlebay.

“No welcoming committee?” Baxter asked, shouldering his duffle. “I’d have figured Faulkner would have come down to escort me to some ornate holodeck gag again.”

“He may not be here yet,” Richards said. “I think he’s captain of the Solstice now,” Richards said. “Deep stellar observer.”

“Good for him,” Baxter muttered.

“And I was reading that Captain Morse is commander of the Intrigue.”

“Ooh, Starfleet Intelligence, I’m impressed,” Baxter said, heading through the doors from the shuttlebay into the corridor. “I guarantee they haven’t had half the adventures we’ve had.”

“This isn’t a contest,” Richards reminded him. “And it’s not a way to puff yourself up after getting smacked down by your Father.”

“Sure it’s not,” Baxter said with a wry grin. “We’ll just see about that. Hey…do you want to head up to the Star Hustler for a drink? Old time’s sake?”

“Don’t see why not. Maybe we’ll see some familiar faces there…”



“That’s the last of the arrivals.”

Captain Feldora Hatton turned to the source of the voice behind her. “Well, it appears that nobody brought their starships with them.”

“Indeed,” the six-armed intruder at the aft of her bridge said, folding two sets of his arms and pointing at Hatton with one of the free arms. “Which means our plans have changed. You must get the command codes of the other ships and get them to come here!”

“Are you crazy, Gondarr?” Hatton protested. “I’m not going to endanger any other vessels.”

The Therrian grimaced. “Then I will destroy this one. And my name is Gondarr the Reckless with Authority.”

“Do I really have to call you that every time I address you?”

“Therrians are quite serious about their nomenclature.”

“Well, whatever your name is, you’re barking up the wrong damn tree if you think I’m doing anything to endanger those other starships!”

“Then we’ll have to make things very, very uncomfortable for you and your crew,” Gondarr the Reckless with Authority said, surveying the smallish bridge and the half-dozen officers at their stations, who all stood stiff and nervous. “Then maybe you’ll be in a more cooperative mood.”

“Threats will get you nowhere, Gondarr the Reckless with Authority.”

“These aren’t threats. These are promises.” He glanced at his colleague. “Borag the Trivia Champion, go down to the lower decks and begin quietly gathering all of the starship captains here and put them in the brig. Their vessels will fetch a good price, or at the very least a hefty ransom from Starfleet Command!”

“You know what? I’m needed belowdecks,” Hatton said, turning for the turbolift.

“You’re being watched,” Gondarr the Reckless with Authority said. “Try any subterfuge, and I will rip one of your bridge officers limb from limb. You ever see a guy with six arms rip someone limb from limb? It’s quite entertaining.”

“Nope,” Hatton said. “I’ll…be right back.”



“Seems quiet around here,” Richards said, sipping his fwarz- sharsher and looking around. “You’d expect more people to be in the crew lounge during off-duty hours, and it’s empty except for Snoutch over there.”

“Ah yes,” Baxter said. “Our charming alien companion who found his way onto the ship by a funny circumstance and gave us advice and an outsider’s perspective…”

Richards glanced over at the short, stout, furry being from Ruxpin Three, who was currently passed out at the corner table, a little bit of drool dripping from his pudgy snout. “I forgot he was also a total drunk. Still is, I guess..”

“Guess the years haven’t been kind,” Baxter said with a shrug. He glanced at the door to the lounge as an officer walked in. “Hey! There’s Captain Morse!” He waved. “Hey, Morse! Over here!”

The balding, paunchy former X.O. of the Aquarius turned toward Baxter. “Oh. Yes, Captain Baxter…good to see…”

Suddenly a pair of arms grabbed him from behind, and another pair of arms covered his mouth. In seconds, he was dragged out of the Star Hustler with barely a sound.

“Huh,” Richards said. “That was odd.”

Baxter narrowed his eyes. “Yes. Odd. I think Captain Hatton is up to her old tricks again!”

“That was a Therrian,” Richards said.

“He only LOOKED like a Therrian,” Baxter countered, as Feldora Hatton came running in.

“You! Inventory officer! I’m glad you’re here.”

Baxter stood up. “First of all, let’s get things straight, Hatton. The name’s Baxter. Captain Baxter, of the U.S.S. Explorer, which, by the way, could blow your ship up in like six seconds…not that we ever would, you know, but still…”

“Right, right, well whoever you are, I need your help,” Hatton said, grabbing Baxter’s arm. “I don’t have much time to talk. My chief engineer’s got a dampening field set up in this room but it’ll only hold for five or six minutes.”

Richards’s eyes widened. “What’s up?”

“Therrians have captured my ship. They’re in orbit on the other side of Havara Three. We think they were drawn here by my retirement announcement and are trying to capture the starships of everyone coming here.”

“Of course, because our ships are worth more than this hunk of junk,” Baxter said dismissively.

Hatton ignored him and pressed on. “They thought you would all arrive in your starships, and when you didn’t, it infuriated their commander. Now he’s going to capture all the other captains and torture them until they call their ships here and give up their command codes.”

“Oh, that sounds bad,” Baxter said, stroking his chin thoughtfully. “And how do you want me to help?”

“You came in a runabout, right? Well get to your runabout, and send a coded distress call to Starfleet Command. They can dispatch a rescue operation, or negotiate for our release.”

“Uh-huh,” Baxter said. “Well, this certainly sounds serious.”

“It is, so get off your duff and go send that distress call. And don’t get caught doing it!”

“Well, sure,” Baxter said. “I should do that right away, you know, so we don’t get captured like Captain Morse just did…”

“They got Morse already? Damn!”

Baxter slowly walked toward the door, taking small, deliberate steps. “Yes, I will have to make my way to my runabout and call for help. It’s a desperate situation, so I must move fast.”

“What the hell are you doing?” Hatton demanded, as Richards looked on, unsure of what to say.

“Walking as slow as I can.” Baxter turned on her. “You have some nerve trying to pull this shit on me again, Hatton! I’m on to you this time. You may be old, but you’re wily, and I’m all grown up now. I’m a captain, and god damn it I’m going to get the respect I deserve…no matter how much I screw up from time to time!”

Hatton grabbed Baxter’s uniform and shook him. “I could care less about your respect! All of us, and our ships, are in grave danger!”

“Yes, yes, that’s a fine acting job you’re doing. Nope,” Baxter said, gently clapping his hands together. “I can appreciate that you want to end your career with a master stoke like this, but you’ll have to find another sucker. I’m not falling for it.”

Just then, the doors to the lounge opened to reveal a big, broad- chested Therrian. “Ah, there you are, Captain Hatton.”

Hatton blanched. “Uh, hello, Gondarr the Reckless with Authority. I was just speaking with Captain Baxter here about your…diplomatic visit.”

Gondarr the Reckless with Authority looked from Hatton to Baxter. “Yes. Diplomatic.”

“And how you hope the Therrians will find peace with the Federation, and not commit… senseless acts of violence.”

“Yes, that’s one thing I can promise,” Gondarr the Reckless with Authority said, peering at Baxter. “All of our acts of violence will be utterly sensible. Speaking of which, Borag the Trivia Champion is working on that…project we spoke about. He’s making great progress.” He turned to Baxter. “He’s conducting interviews to produce a fitting…scrapbook of Captain Hatton’s accomplishments. He’ll be getting to you soon enough.”

“I look forward to it,” Baxter said with a grin, then glared at Hatton. “I’ve got PLENTY to tell him.”

Hatton sighed as Gondarr the Reckless with Authority took her by the arm and led her away.

“Wow, they are really laying it on thick,” Baxter said. “A scrapbook? That’s genius. It’s the little touches….”

Richards rubbed his chin. “They sure looked like Therrians.”

“Costumes,” Baxter said. “They’re probably from New Jersey.”

“This sure feels strange. Why would Captain Hatton go to such links just to pull a prank on you?”

“Because she’s a mean-spirited, twisted old bat, and it’s just the way she’d want to hobble into retirement. Laughing at me!”

“I suppose,” Richards said thoughtfully, as they walked off to find their quarters.

“Well, we’ll just see about that. We can play right along with her game and have a big laugh at HER expense. See how she likes it. You with me?”

“I guess.”

“Just the kind of support I’ve always come to expect,” Baxter muttered.



SEVENTEEN YEARS AGO



“So who’s with me?” Hatton asked, looking around the engine room.

“I think I speak for all my men when I say we stand by your decision, Captain,” Chief Faulkner said. “It’s an outstanding plan.”

“Glad you see things my way,” Hatton said, turning to the master systems console. “Does anyone have any questions before I go back to the bridge?”

Richards put his hand up. “Yes, Captain.”

“What is it, Ensign?”

“Isn’t this a little extreme? Sounding the order to abandon ship just so Andy climbs into an escape pod and launches it, then leaving him stranded in an asteroid belt for two days?”

“He’ll have rations,” Faulkner said.

“Who’s this Andy person?” Hatton asked.

“Inventory officer,” Faulkner interjected.

“Oh,” Hatton said. “Well, it’ll build character.”

“Is that really why you’re doing this?” Richards asked. “It seems a little meanspirited.”

“Starfleet’s not about being nice. You should learn that right now, while you’re still young.” Hatton gazed off in the distance. “You have certain ambitions, and Starfleet comes along and crushes them. It’s just the way it is. Now everyone to duty stations. And don’t breathe a word of this to the Inventory officer. Got it?”

“Got it,” Richards said softly.



“Hey buddy,” Ensign Richards said, walking up to join Baxter as he emerged from a Jefferies tube.

“Wow. Dusty in there.”

“Did you get all the phaser emitters counted up?”

“Yeah, there were a lot of them, considering I don’t think this ship has ever been in battle. They’re really antiquated, though. I bet they would make that old fashioned phaser sound if they were fired.”

“Neat,” Richards said by way of conversation. “So where are you off to now?”

“Probably just my quarters. I’ve got to get up early tomorrow morning to count all the tricorders on the ship.”

“Oh, okay.”

“Why, did you want to hang out?”

“Sure, I thought we might…”

Suddenly the Red Alert klaxon sounded.

“All hands, this is Captain Hatton. We are in the middle of a warp core breach. Abandon ship immediately!”

Baxter’s eyes went wide. “My God! Chris, did you hear that?”

“Yeah,” Richards said hesitantly.

“Let’s go!” Baxter said. “I think there’s an escape pod this way. I just inventoried it yesterday.”

“Well, guess being an inventory officer pays off sometimes,” Richards said, following him. “Look, Andy…”

Baxter dashed to the nearby pod hatch and began tapping in his access code. “Man, you sure don’t seem very worried. You act like this happens all the time…the ship is about to explode!”

“It’s really not,” Richards said.

“You have way too much confidence in our engineering crew,” Baxter said.

“No, you don’t get it,” Richards said as Baxter popped the hatch open and ducked into the pod. “You see, this is all just a big…”

“All strapped in, buddy?” Lieutenant Sandy March, the Aquarius tactical officer said as she walked by. “Be careful, it’ll be a great big explosion!”

“Why does she look so relaxed?” Baxter asked, ducking out of the escape pod, glaring as he saw March double over with laughter.

“Andy, don’t you see…” Richards pressed on.

“Wait a minute,” Baxter said. “This is another one of those…”

“Andy!”

“You knew about this! And you didn’t tell me!” Baxter railed. “Some friend!”

“Andy I’m…” Suddenly the hatch door slid shut, leaving Richards in the corridor. Richards watched through the little window as the escape pod powered up, then shot out into space. On the viewscreen next to the hatch, he watched the pod tumble out into the black abyss, carrying what was sure to be a very pissed off Andy Baxter. “…sorry.”



“Crew bunks,” Captain Baxter muttered. “We might as well be sleeping on the runabout.”

“They don’t have a lot of cabins on the Aquarius,” Richards said. “You should know that - you inventoried them for years.”

“Don’t remind me,” Baxter said. “Top or bottom?”

“Top, most definitely,” Richards said.

“Are you making fun of me?”

“No, I just happen to know what you do…in your sleep…and I want to be on higher ground.”

“You are making fun of me!”

“Really, Andy, you’ve got to be a little less sensitive, and learn to let things go. If you’re still pissed at me about the escape pod thing, just say so.”

“Well, I am,” Baxter said, folding his arms. “I spent two hours tumbling out of control through an asteroid belt because of you.”

“Because of Captain Hatton,” Richards said. “And it could have been worse, believe me.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing.”

Baxter glared at Richards. “You’re hiding something from me.”

“I’m really not.”

Just then, they heard a loud thud and a scream outside in the corridor.

“What the hell was that?” Baxter asked, and he and Richards ducked out into the corridor.

A big Therrian, even bigger than the one called Gondarr the Reckless with Authority (if that was even possible) was dragging Sandy March down the corridor by her hair as she kicked and screamed. She was older, and wore her red hair back now, instead of close-cropped, but it was definitely her.

“Are you okay?” Richards called after her.

“Oh, don’t you side with them,” Baxter snapped. “Hi Sandy!” he waved as the big Therrian dragged her away. “Did you finally make Captain, or what?”

“Two…years…ago…” March called out. “Now HELP ME!”

“Yeah, I thought I read that in the newsletter,” Richards said. “The Ulysses?”

“No…” March grunted as she struggled against the Therrian’s tight grip. “The Veracruz. It’s a science….ow!…vessel…”

“Oh, right. Nova-class?” Baxter asked. “One of those shiny new ones?”

“No…urk…Miranda-class.”

“Oh, too bad,” Baxter taunted. “The Explorer’s an upgraded Galaxy-class. That’s right, I said upgraded.”

“SHUT UP and…OW! HELP ME!” March shrieked.

“Stunt work. I’m impressed, March!” Baxter called after her.

“What are you…STOPPIT!…talking about?’

“That just looks painful. I must say, you’re going through a lot of trouble just to pull something over on me.”

“This…isn’t…a prank…you idiot!” she screamed as the big Therrian dragged her around the corner and out of sight. “Therrians….in control of the ship! HELP!”

Baxter laughed at himself as March’s cries disappeared down the corridor. “Wow, I’ve got to give it to her. That was really well acted.”

Richards stared down the corridor. “Are you sure it was acting?”

“Positive,” said Baxter. “Want to prove it? Let’s go to the bridge. If the ‘Therrian’ actors are really supposed to be in control, the leader guy will be there. We can have some fun with him. Like we did when we tried to get the characters to break character at Federation Funpark!”

“Yeah…fun,” Richards muttered and followed Baxter.



“Well, I suppose you all know why I’ve called you here,” Counselor Peterman said, wincing as she adjusted the compression cold pack on her knee and looked around at Tilleran, Doctor Wilcox and Lt. Commander Hartley, along with Piper, Sparks, Mathers, and Janice Browning.

“For…workout tips…” Mathers said breathlessly, gasping as he braced himself on the arm of the couch.

“No, Colby, but good job trying to get into a workout regimen,” Peterman said consolingly. “No, I’ve called you all here to do something about J’hana.”

“Kill her?” Hartley said, wringing the sweat out of her Starfleet- issue t-shirt. “I was supposed to recalibrate the injectors today, but instead I’ve spent two hours working the speed bag in the gym. I’ve got to admit though, it helps pretending that it’s J’hana’s head.”

“No, we can’t kill her,” Peterman said with a sigh. “Set aside the fact that none of us is even close to a physical match for her, it simply isn’t the right thing to do.”

“Well, something has to be done,” Browning said, snacking on a sparerib. “She sent security officers into my restaurant this morning and cleaned it out. Now all I have are organic veggies and some kind of meat with…lots of gristle.” She shivered. “And she took ALL my cheese!”

“Yes, and casualty reports are pouring in from every deck,” Holly Wilcox said, looking at a padd. “Twisted ankles. Cramps. Sprains. Contusions. Exhaustion. You can’t just take a sedentary, out-of-shape group like our crew and throw them into J’hana’s insane workout routine. Somebody’s going to get seriously injured if this keeps up.”

“I find it kinda invigorating,” Sparks said, pulling her hair back into a ponytail. “I’m kind of getting the idea that this is what Starfleet is really supposed to be.”

“Those are just the commercials, sweetie,” Peterman said. “This is the twenty-fourth century. We don’t need to be in shape. We have fancy equipment for all the grunt work.”

“There’s something to be said for the mind-body connection,” Tilleran pitched in.

“Don’t think what I think you’re thinking,” Hartley intoned.

“Which is?” Tilleran asked.

“Trying to connect with J’hana mentally to talk her out of this,” Hartley replied.

“I was thinking of no such thing,” Tilleran said. “Really.”

“Good,” Peterman said. “At any rate, I believe there’s a practical solution to this problem.”

“Which is?” Holly asked.

Peterman pounded her fist on the coffee table resolutely. “Mutiny!”

“I’ll go back to the restaurant and get dinner ready,” Browning said, heading for the door. “One way or another, you guys will be exhausted when you’re finished,”



AQUARIUS



Richards and Baxter stepped out onto the bridge, to find Gondarr the Reckless with Authority staring at the viewscreen, his back to them.

Hatton was behind him. Upon seeing Baxter and Richards, she mouthed the words: “JUMP HIM! NOW! IDIOTS!”

Baxter smiled. “What’s that, Feldora? Did you say ‘jump him now’?”

Hatton slapped her hand against her forehead as Gondarr the Reckless with Authority whirled around.

“Oh, visitors!” he cooed, steepling his three sets of fingers. “So nice of you to save me the trouble of having Bandrok the Loosely Associated with Sendrak the Murdering Malfeasant go fetch you!”

“Glad to help,” Baxter said, walking toward Gondarr the Reckless with Authority. “I’ve got to give it to you, your costume is flawless. You really look like a Therrian.”

“Come again?” Gondarr the Reckless with Authority asked, puzzled.

“I mean, look at this scary, pointy nose,” Baxter said, reaching up and tugging on Gondarr the Reckless with Authority’s nose. “It’s…well, it’s really fastened on pretty good.”

The Therrian’s bumpy red skin flushed. “What on Braznatz Prime are you doing?”

“Who did this for you? This is a professional job.”

“I beg your…”

“And which arms are fakes and which are the real ones?” Baxter started tugging at Gondarr the Reckless with Authority’s wrists, trying to dislodge any fake arms. “You really can’t tell the difference with prosthetics nowadays. This must have taken some trouble…” He glanced over at Hatton. “I give you credit, Captain. This is a flawless job of…”

SMACK SMACK SMACK!

Three of Gondarr’s left hands slammed Baxter upside the head, knocking him to the deck.

“ENOUGH! I don’t know what you’re playing at, human, but I am bored of you already. Vareedo the Assessor of Tax Information and Battle Readiness, take them to the brig!”

The nearby Therrian stepped up and nodded assent, grabbing Baxter by the neck and lifting him off the deck.

“This isn’t a prank, huh?” Richards said, looking at Hatton.

“No, it really isn’t,” Hatton said with a long sigh as Vareedo wrapped an arm around Richards’s neck and dragged the pair into the turbolift.

“You weren’t very discriminating when you picked out your crew, were you, Captain?” Gondarr said, smoothing his uniform indigantly.

“I didn’t exactly have the pick of the litter, no…” Hatton admitted.



“My neck hurts,” Baxter said, sitting on a bench in one of the brig cells, rubbing his neck and wincing.

“Well, maybe you shouldn’t have taunted the dangerous renegade alien smuggler warlord,” Richards suggested.

“I thought he was an actor!”

“You dumbass!” Sandy March called from the cell on the other side of the room. “You could have actually tried to save us! Now we’re all screwed!”

“No, he couldn’t have,” Morse muttered from beside her. “This is Baxter we’re talking about.”

Baxter stood up. “And what the HELL is that supposed to mean?”

“We heard about Ficker and the dilithium,” Sandy March called out. “You really made us proud that day.”

“Oh don’t YOU start,” Baxter said. “I’ve taken more than enough crap for that. I said I’m sorry already!”

“You did?” Richards asked, earning him a glare from Baxter.

“Shut up and sit down, both of you” Morse said. “I have reconfigured the control panel of this forcefield to send a coded energy-wave message to my ship. The Intrigue should be here in an hour or so, and will negotiate for our release. Unlike you, I actually know how to stage a rescue.”

Baxter worked his jaw, trying to come up with a reply.

“He’s staged plenty of rescues,” Richards chimed in. “He’s been a great captain. Not always completely on the ball, but a hell of a guy. We’re lucky to have him!”

“Oh don’t you start,” Faulkner said from another nearby cell. “You’re just as bad as he is!”

“Bad at what?” Richards shot back. “All our jobs sucked when we were on this ship! This is an irrelevant ship with an irrelevant mission. What did you expect? Starfleet’s finest? We were lucky to get other assignments.”

“Captain Hatton was a good commander,” Morse said defensively.

“No, she really wasn’t,” Richards said, as Baxter looked on. “She hated this assignment more than anyone. And how great of a leader could she have been? She’s been here all this time with no promotion, not even a better assignment. Is it any wonder she plays nasty pranks on people? It’s probably the only way she can get through the day without phasering herserlf!”

“Wow, Chris, I never thought of it that way,” Baxter said thoughtfully.

“You shouldn’t hate her,” Richards said, turning to Baxter. “You should feel sorry for her.”

“And yet I don’t,” Baxter said. “Hmm.”



“Okay, all together now,” Peterman said as she stood in the turbolift with Hartley, Wilcox, and Tilleran. “Don’t fear her. She can’t hurt us. Starfleet wouldn’t allow it.”

“You think that will actually stop her?” Tilleran laughed.

“I’ve got a phaser, just in case,” Hartley piped in.

“You think THAT will actually stop her?” Holly said. “I’m pretty sure she’s indestructible.”

“It’s all part of her mystique, and completely exaggerated,” Peterman said. “She’s a humanoid. She bleeds just like any of the rest of us do.”

“Actually, her blood has an acidic base,” Tilleran said. “It’s mildly corrosive.”

“Whatever. We’re on,” Peterman said, as the doors to the bridge opened. The group stepped out of the lift as one.

“Oh, good, you’re all here,” J’hana said. “Look…”

They walked down to the front of the bridge.

“Commander J’hana, I’m sorry that it’s come to this,” Peterman began. “But we’ve all spoken together, and we’re all in agreement. We need to…”

“Red Alert,” J’hana said, ignoring her and heading to the command chair. “Madera, set a course for Havara Three, maximum warp. Mister Keefler, make sure all of our weapons are at the ready.”

“Havara Three? Isn’t that where the Aquarius is?” Peterman asked. “Why are we going there?”

“I just got word from one of my colleagues on the U.S.S. Intrigue. Therrians have captured the Aquarius,” J’hana said. “Your husband and my sexual plaything, along with the other retirement party guests, are being held captive so that the Therrians can steal our ships or extort a ransom for them. We are therefore going to go rescue them.”

“Um…” Peterman stammered.

J’hana’s eyes narrowed. “Did you have something to add?”

“I’ll get down to engineering and batton down the hatches, see if I can divert some more power to engines and shields,” Hartley said, heading for the turbolift.

“I’ll get Sickbay ready just in case we have to receive casualties,” Holly said, joining Hartley in the turbolift.

“I’ll take sciences,” Tilleran said, heading for her console.

J’hana looked at Peterman askance. “Well, woman? You had something you wanted to say?”

“Nope,” Peterman said, her expression changing from one of shock to one of resolve. “I just wanted to say I’m really glad you’re in command right now.”

J’hana sat down in the command chair and looked toward the viewscreen. “I thought so. By the way…you appear rather sweaty.”

“Yeah, I came from working out. Should I go shower?”

“Not right now, but perhaps later, when I have more time.”



“You. It’s your turn,” Borag the Trivia Champion said, pointing at Baxter and lowering the brig forcefield.

“He doesn’t know anything,” Richards said.

“Nice,” Baxter muttered, looking at Richards. “Kick a guy when he’s down.”

“No, I mean it,” Richards said, turning to Borag. “I’m the Explorer’s X.O. and I used to be Chief Engineer. I know her schematics inside and out. Defensive weaknesses, access codes. Captain Baxter is mostly a nimrod. He doesn’t really know anything.”

“Is this so?”

“No!” Baxter snapped, standing up. “I know everything! Chris, what are you doing?”

“Leave him,” Richards said dismissively. “He’s really just for show.”

“Thank you for the information. We’ll take you both, then,” Borag said, grabbing Richards and Baxter each by the neck and dragging them toward the door.

“Urk! Real nice Chris!” Baxter gasped as he struggled. “Even at a low point like this, you still won’t support me!”

“I was trying to save you, dumb ass! I wanted to take the hit for you like a good first officer!”

“You did?”

“Yes. I’m your X.O. and your best friend…that’s what X.O.’s and best friends do!”

“Chris…” Baxter said, his lower lip trembling.

“Now we’re both going to get tortured,” Richards said. “Happy now?”

“Yeah, I actually am,” Baxter said. “So, the escape pod thing…”

“You’re still obsessing about that! God, Andy, you don’t even know the half of it!” Richards choked out as Borag dragged the pair out of the brig.

“Well,” Captain Morse said, once they were alone. “Poor bastards.”

“Yeah,” March said. “Too bad.”

“Anybody have a pack of fizzbin cards?” Faulkner asked.



SEVENTEEN YEARS AGO



“Come,” Hatton said, looking up from the desk in her ready room.

“Mister Richards to see you,” Commander Morse said, standing by Richards in the door way.

“Yes, well, come in then,” Hatton said, pushing her padds aside. “What is it, Ensign?”

“You crossed the line, Captain. You launched my friend into space for no good reason and I want to know why!”

“Because it was fun?” Hatton said, exchanging glances with Morse, who shrugged.

“It shouldn’t have been fun. You guys are Starfleet officers. Start acting like it!”

“Some nerve on him, huh Paul?” Hatton asked.

“We’ve seen this before,” Morse said. “Fresh out of the Academy, head full of rules and protocol. But what you don’t seem to get is that you’re out in deep space on a ship that couldn’t matter worth a crap to Starfleet. We’ve got to live a little differently out here. We’ve got to find ways to amuse ourselves, and build morale.”

“By busting another crewperson down? Starfleet’s rules…and basic human kindness… should never matter more than out here!”

“You presume to talk to us about what matters?” Hatton scoffed. “Boy, I made captain while you were still studying algebra.”

“I’ve said my piece,” Richards said. “But if either of you had half a heart, you’d lay off Ensign Baxter and bring that pod back.” He walked toward the door.

“All right, we’ll bring the pod back,” Hatton said. “You’re right, I suppose. There are other, less extreme pranks we can pull that will be equally satisfying.”

“That wasn’t my point at all!”

“But in return for this favor, we’ll have to do something.” Hatton glanced at Morse. “Help me out here, Paul…”

“Well, Ensign Richards is in line to head up the warp field control team…” Morse said thoughtfully.

“That sounds like a fun assignment. And right up your alley too…”

“I’m…honored…” Richards began.

“Move him to waste reclamation instead,” Hatton sighed, returning to one of her padds.

“Right away, Captain.”

“Thanks for listening,” Richards muttered, leaving the ready room.



“Assholes,” Baxter muttered, seated at the interrogation table in the deck five rec room, which he was pretty sure was a poker table when the Aquarius wasn’t being controlled by Therrian smugglers. “Why didn’t you ever tell me that?”

“I don’t know, it didn’t matter, ultimately. In the grand scheme of things, it was petty. Besides, we were ensigns. What could we have done? The best thing to do was bide our time until a better assignment came along.”

“Or, in my case, the Secondprize,” Baxter muttered.

“Hey, at least their captain didn’t launch you out of the ship on an escape pod.”

“Their science officer gassed me into unconsciousness.”

“Well, I’m sure you deserved it,” Richards laughed.

“Yes, actually,” Baxter said, smiling. “Ah, memories…”

Richards sat in silence for a few moments. “You’ve been ticked this whole trip, and I’m just figuring out why.”

“Do tell,” Baxter said conversationally.

“You blame me for what happened with Ficker getting away.”

Baxter shook his head. “No way. That was all my fault. I can take my punishment standing up.”

“I was trying to tell you that your father had a fleet standing by, and that all we had to do was stall Ficker…”

“I wasn’t listening. I was just pissed.”

“I know, but I could have tried harder.”

Baxter sighed. “I don’t blame you, Chris. Matter of fact, you’re a great friend. And a supportive X.O.”

“You think so?”

Baxter nodded. “Yep.”

They sat in silence for a few moments. “Ready to get tortured?” Richards asked.

“I wouldn’t rather be tortured with anyone else, Chris,” Baxter said.

“Thanks, I guess,” Richards said, as the doors to the rec room opened up and Borag the Trivia Champion stepped in.

“Give us the Explorer’s command codes,” Borag said, “and be spared a ridiculously cruel fate.”

“Um,” Baxter said, looking at Richards. “How about we don’t, and say we did?”

“So you want to make this interesting, eh?” Borag asked. “Okay, I’m game.” He cracked his three sets of knuckles.

Suddenly, the Aquarius rattled violently. The deck shook and the lights flickered.

“Gondarr the Reckless with Authority to Borag the Trivia Champion,” came a chirp over the comm system.

“Borag the Trivia Champion here, what can I do for you, Gondarr the Reckless with Authority?”

“The Explorer and the Intrigue are bearing down on us. The commander of the Intrigue wants to negotiate, but it seems that the Explorer people have other plans.”

“Ah, J’hana,” Richards said wistfully as the Aquarius shook again.

“What do we do, Gondarr the Reckless with Authority?”

“Bring the two Explorer people up to the bridge. Let’s see how the commander of the Explorer feels about two senior officers sacrificing themselves for the good of the ship!”

“Can I just save you some time and tell you that she’ll love it?” Baxter asked.



“We’re being hailed by the Intrigue,” Keefler called out. “Funny thing, they’re asking us to stop shooting at the ship with hostages on it. Meanwhile, the Therrian ships are approaching from the other side of the planet.”

“Call the Intrigue and tell them they are cowards and they deserve to die, then ask them to flank us and fend off the Therrian vessels,” J’hana said. “Then return your attention to the Aquarius. Dismantle her shields and prepare to send an away team.”

“J’hana, isn’t this, I don’t know, dangerous?” asked Peterman.

“Are you scared?”

“Yes!”

“Good. I enjoy fear,” J’hana said, licking her lips.

“You’re sending an away team over?”

“Affirmative.”

“And who’s going to be on the team?”

“Me,” J’hana said, standing up and stretching her back out. A cascade of pops sounded down her spine. “I do so love fighting Therrians.”

“J’hana!” Peterman called after her as she headed for the turbolift.

“Imzadi, you’re in command,” the Andorian said, as she disappeared within the lift.

“But…” Peterman stammered.

“Just calm down and let her work,” Tilleran said, moving down to the command chair. “She knows what she’s doing.”

“Are you sure you’re ready for this, Commander?” Peterman asked.

“Yep,” Tilleran said, and glanced at Peterman. “Did I hear the last time you were in command, you traded a bunch of dangerous scientific supplies to Ficker for Baxter and Richards’s release?”

“Yeah, that’s true,” Peterman said. “They’ve got to stop getting captured, huh?”



“A beautiful ship,” Gondarr the Reckless with Authority said looking at the Explorer as it sailed into view, weapons firing. “I cannot wait to transfer my flag there.”

“Yes, beautiful,” Baxter said, looking to Hatton. “And packed with firepower, too.”

“What was your name again?” Hatton asked, glancing at Baxter.

“Shields failing,” the Therrian at tactical said.

“Not important,” Baxter said. “Suffice to say, we’ll be rescued shortly.”

“Too bad we’re going to kill you before your people can do that,” Gondarr said. “Shavrok the Overconfident and Athletic, hail the Explorer and tell them we’ll kill their X.O. if they fire one more shot at us!”

“No. Kill their captain!” Baxter snapped. “I’m more important!”

“Important,” Hatton laughed.

“Don’t you start in, you old bag,” Baxter said. “You can’t scare us anymore. We’re all grown up now.”

Richards gasped as Borag came at him, withdrawing a massive sword from its sheath and putting it up against his neck. “She can’t scare us, but I’m pretty sure this guy can.”

“The Explorer has stopped shooting at us,” Shavrok reported. “They’re hailing us.”

“On screen,” Gondarr said, giving Baxter a triumphant smile.

Tilleran appeared on the viewscreen, a concerned-looking Peterman in the background. “This is Commander Ariel Tilleran of the U.S.S. Explorer. You are currently in violation of about a dozen Federation statutes. You and your ships will stand down immediately or face dire repercussions.”

“Like what?”

“You don’t want to know.”

“Gondarr the Reckless with Authority, I’m detecting transporter activity!” Shavrok called out.

“You dare try to sneak someone aboard to face us in battle! Laughable.” He shook his head. “Borag, kill the good-looking one…the X.O.”

“Oh, you’ve really pissed me off now,” Baxter muttered.

Suddenly the Jefferies tube hatch in the middle of the bridge exploded open and J’hana sprung from it, flinging herself into the air, firing off phaser blasts at the two Therrians manning bridge consoles, felling them instantly, then leaping on Gondarr’s back, wrapping her body around him like a snake.

“You filthy Therrian!” she snapped, jerking Gondarr around so she could face Borag and Richards. “Tell your man to let my mate go or I will rip off four of your six arms, starting with the one you use to…”

“RELEASE HIM!” Gondarr ordered quickly.

J’hana climbed down, smoothing her uniform, then turned to Richards and Baxter. “Captain, Commander…are you all right?”

Richards and Baxter looked at each other. “Yeah,” Baxter said. “A great mancation.” They looked at Captain Hatton, who stood, shaken, by the aft stations. “Well, Captain, it’s been…memorable…but I believe the party’s now over.”

“I suppose I owe you my thanks,” Hatton said out of the side of her mouth.

“Consider it a retirement present,” Baxter said, patting her on the back. “Enjoy your golden years. And feel free to stop by the Explorer whenever you’re in the mood for a prank or two. J’hana, Richards… let’s get out of here.”

“Mancation?” J’hana asked.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58411.5. After lingering for a couple hours to help the Intrigue secure the Aquarius and disarm the two Therrian ships in orbit of Havara Three, we’ve departed, leaving the Intrigue to haul the prisoners back to Federation space. There’s something to be said for not overstaying one’s welcome.

The visit back to the Aquarius was okay, all things considered. We didn’t die, which is a plus, and we got to see some old, familiar faces, who I’m pretty sure don’t give a crap about us. Safe to say, the feeling’s mutual.



“More ale?” Mirk asked, walking up to Richards and Baxter’s table in the back of the Constellation Club.

“Lots more,” Baxter said. “I’m getting as drunk as a Ruxpin tonight.”

“I’m not sure what that means, but okay,” Mirk said.

“Steffie’s down for the night, and Chaka is staying with her so we can have the evening off,” Peterman said, limping up to Baxter and sitting beside him.

“What a guy,” Baxter said, sipping his drink. “Your knee still bothering you?”

“Yeah, Holly gave me something for the pain, but I think I re- aggravated it chasing Steffie around the arboretum.”

“J’hana really worked you, huh?” Richards asked.

“Let’s not discuss it,” Peterman sighed.

“Guess we’re all getting older,” Baxter said thoughtfully.

“Speak for yourself,” Peterman said. “I chalk my problems up to being tortured by J’hana.”

“Better than being tortured by a Therrian,” Richards said, sipping his drink.

“Not by much,” Baxter muttered.

“So did you get anything out of this visit?” Peterman asked.

“Not sure,” Baxter said. “I guess it’s just as well we all went our separate ways. First jobs aren’t supposed to be great. That’s why they’re first jobs, right?”

“And whether you’re being pranked by Hatton and Morse or dressed down by Nechayev and your father, you’ve just got to pick yourself up off the mat, and wait it out till something better comes along,” Richards said.

“Ambitious. Motivational, even,” Peterman said with a smirk.

“Still, we have to consider ourselves fortunate,” Baxter said. “Some unlucky souls like Hatton are destined to spend their whole careers on ships like the Aquarius, which makes you wonder I guess, how we were so lucky to avoid her fate?”

Peterman thought about it a few moments and then smiled softly to herself. “Because someone once said that luck protects fools, little children, and ship’s named Enterprise.” She squeezed Baxter’s shoulder and leaned forward to kiss him on the cheek.

“Great,” Baxter said. “So what does that make us?”



THE END.



NEXT:



Everyone is on their toes when a Klingon talk show host comes to interview the Explorer crew. They realize this is a chance they sorely need to redeem themselves. But there may be more to this than just a primetime special. What dark secret lies in wait for Lt. Commander J’hana? And how many times can Baxter stand to be called a coward?




Cling on Me



Janice Browning walked into the Constellation Club and immediately winced as she was hit by the thrum of techno music.

“Yeesh, I don’t remember it being so loud in here,” she said, moving her hands up to cover her ears.

“Hey there, Doctor Browning!” Ensign Ryan Stuart said, flipping the collar up on his shirt and walking over.

“Call me Janice,” Browning said, scanning the room.

“Haven’t seen you around here in a while!”

“Guess I thought it was about time to get out of my cabin. You know, out of the rut, and such.” Truth is, most of her free nights were spent talking to Pogo, the Changeling political refugee. And while she enjoyed talking to Pogo, she realized she needed to get out a bit more, mix with the crew. See the people she’d been avoiding of late.

“Sure, sure, I get that,” Stuart said. “Can I buy you a drink?”

“Not really,” Browning said, giving Stuart a polite smile and moving past him to the bar, where Mirk was polishing its reflective, lit surface as usual.

He looked up and smiled. “Doctor! It’s been a while. I thought maybe you forgot what deck we’re on.”

“Some ships name their lounge after the deck its on so people never forget,” Browning said with a shrug, pulling up a stool at the bar.

“How dull,” Mirk said, and gave a nod at a glass, sending it telekinetically down the bar to Browning. “What can I get you? Intergalactic Fwarz-sharsher? Symantic Syllyhoo? Veggie juice and whiskey?”

“Veggie and…” Browning wrinkled her nose. “No thanks. How about a nice khalua and cream?”

“Suit yourself,” Mirk said, and went to his replicator, returning with a pitcher from which he filled up Brown’s glass. He could have just replicated a glass, but then he couldn’t do the kinesis thing, and he was rather proud of the ability to send glasses across the bar at will. If only he could use his powers to fill them with something…but then again that might disturb his customers.

Browning sipped her drink and smiled. “Very good. Like a chocolate shake with a kick!”

“So how long has it been since you’ve been here?”

“Let’s not analyze that,” Browning said quickly. “Let’s just say it’s about time I came back. I wanted to see all the fun I was missing.”

“You missed Lieutenant Sefelt throwing up on Cadet Piper earlier. Otherwise, it’s been a pretty quiet night.”

“Anybody…else…here?”

Mirk scanned the crowd. “Pretty busy night…looking for someone in particular?”

Browning sipped. “Oh, any…of the senior staff?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact. Commander Richards is…” Mirk trailed off. “Well, he and J’hana are in the back corner. I think J’hana’s letting Richards get a second wind before getting back on the dance floor. It borders on…perverted.” Mirk threw up his hands. “But who am I to judge?”

Browning nodded. “Anyone else? Kelly, Andy? Commander Tilleran?”

“Tilleran’s been keeping a pretty low profile…obvious reasons. And I think it’s Kelly and Andy’s night in with Stephanie.”

“Oh,” Browning said. “That’s nice.”

“How’s Plato?” Mirk said, leaning against the bar.

“Oh, fine. Totally crazy about Cadet Sparks, though I’m not sure they’re on the same padd, if you know what I mean.”

“Sure.”

“They’re on a date right now on the holodeck. A baseball game, I think.”

“Nice.”

“Yep,” Browning said. “What about Megan, how’s she doing?”

“Double shift in engineering. The injectors haven’t been right since the last run-in with the Idlewild. Then the Aquarius thing a few weeks back didn’t help matters.”

“No, I suppose not.”

“MIRK! More Mazarian Margaritas!” Ensign Stuart called out, emerging from the crowd at the other end of the bar.

“Excuse me, Doctor,” Mirk said, and dashed to the other end of the bar.

Browning turned in her stool, scanning the crowd. There they were, right in the back corner where Mirk said they’d be.

She scooched off the stool and gently nudged her way through the crowd.

“Doctor Browning, it’s about time!” Ensign Ridley called out. “Want to join the conga line?”

“Maybe later,” Browning said with a nod, and kept pushing past, working her way through the cluster of bodies until she reached the back of the lounge and its massive, vertical windows. She walked up to Richards’s table, glancing to the windows and looking at the stars.

“Janice?” Richards asked, looking up.

Browning glanced at him. “Oh! Christopher! Hello, how are you?”

“Fine,” Richards said, looking perplexed. “What are you doing here?”

“Just…out…for a night of fun,” Browning said. “You?”

“Straining every tendon in my body,” Richards blanched, cradling his arm.

“You are weak,” J’hana said, sipping from a boiling glass that emitted putrid green fog. “Come now. Back onto the dance floor, coward.”

“Just a few minutes,” Richards said. “Janice, want to sit down a bit?”

“Sure,” Browning said, ignoring J’hana’s piercing stare.

“Certainly,” the Andorian said. “Stay as long as you like, Doctor.”

“Just Janice. Really,” Browning said. “I’m not practicing anymore. Don’t plan on it, either.”

“That’s a shame. Somebody will need to look at my knee after a night like this,” Richards said.

“Your knee will be the least of your problems,” J’hana intoned.

“Uh, yeah,” Richards said, feeling the Andorian’s glare. “Well, we’d better get back out there…nice talking to you!”

“Yeah, you too,” Browning said, watching Richards and J’hana make their way out onto the dance floor. She turned to look at the stars. It was time for another drink.



“So…” Captain Baxter said, staring out the viewport in his quarters. “Nice night, huh?”

Peterman nodded. “Yes. Nice and quiet. Steffie’s asleep…Charlotte’s finally stopped chasing her tail and collapsed from exhaustion.” She scooched closer to Baxter. “I’d say ‘family night in’ is a rousing success.”

“Want more pizza?” Baxter asked, glancing at the tray on the dining table.

“No, I’m stuffed.”

“Want sex?”

“No…too full.”

“Ahh.” Baxter looked around. “Well. So…what do we do now?”

“What do you mean?”

“Holodeck? Coffee shop? Go to the bridge and blow up a few asteroids with the navigation phasers?”

Peterman narrowed her eyes at Baxter. “Going out would somehow defeat the purpose of ‘family night in.’”

“Yes, I can see that,” Baxter said. “Something on the vidscreen then?”

“No!” Peterman said. “The whole point is that we’re supposed to be spending quality time with each other!” Peterman grabbed Baxter’s hand and clasped it. “This is good for our marriage!”

“Yeah, but I’m…bored.”

“Then you’re bored with our marriage, eh?” Peterman laughed derisively. “I guess I give you credit for hanging in this long. You’re a real trooper.”

“That’s not what I meant! I’m just saying…I like to do…stuff.”

“We can’t have sex EVERY night. It ceases to be special.”

“Oh, well, yes. Specialness is important.”

“Now you’re just placating me.”

“Bridge to Captain Baxter,” came the voice of Ensign Adam Keefler over the comm system.

“Thank you, Ensign,” Baxter said. “I mean…what, how can I help you? It’s family night in!”

“Sorry to disturb you, sir, but I think you’d better come up here.”

“Oh?” Baxter said, looking nervously at Peterman.

“Your Dad’s on the line and he seems…irritated. Should I patch him through to your quarters?”

“Um, no,” Baxter said, and rose from the couch. “I’ll be up there in a minute. Baxter out.”

Peterman followed Baxter with her eyes as he made his way to the door.

“What?” he asked.

“You can’t take the call down here?”

“He yells a lot. Might wake up the little one.” He glanced over at Charlotte. “Or, you know, our daughter.”

Peterman nodded. “Fine, go. But this isn’t over.”

“No, I imagine one way or another we’ll be spending more ‘quality time’ together.”

“Damn right. And we’ll keep trying till we get it right!” Peterman called after Baxter as he left.



A scowling Harlan Baxter appeared on the viewscreen, seated at his desk in the Baxters’ quarters aboard the Pathfinder. “Rrrmrarffarrfffffffmmm…” he muttered, chewing on his cigar.

“I didn’t catch that last part, Dad,” Baxter said. “What do you want me to do with my carpet?”

Harlan angrily snatched the cigar out of his mouth. “Rrrmmmm seen the last article AWN ran on the Explorer?”

“AWN writes articles about us?” Baxter asked, scratching his head. “Plural?”

Harlan nodded. “Don’t you read the news services, boy?”

“We have more than one news service?”

“Don’t screw with me. How do you expect to captain a starship without reading the news?”

Baxter shrugged. “Been doing fine without reading the news for the last seven years, so why change?”

“Because you’re getting smeared, boy!”

“Why does he keep calling him ‘boy,’?” Cadet Mathers whispered to Keefler from the science station.

“Don’t ask questions when Admiral Baxter’s on the screen,” Keefler said from between clenched teeth. “Just trust me.”

“Ooooohkay…”

“Smeared by who?” Baxter asked, ignoring Mathers and Keefler.

“Joan Redding, Peter Balshart, Victor Vargasham! They think the Explorer is a laughingstock.”

“How come?” Baxter asked, tugging the bottom of his uniform top indignantly.

“Redding got off on the wrong foot with you when she came aboard for that news story,” Harlan said. “That started the whole damn thing. Richards mishandled her from the start.”

“He was busy handling J’hana.”

“HRMMM?”

“Nothing, Dad.”

“So since your people royally pissed her off, she takes any chance to embarrass the Explorer.” Harlan looked down at the padd. “The botched rescue on Gorn…adopting a Borg puppy…the whole Idlewild mess. Godsake, son, you’re getting worse press than a guy who stole a starship!””

“First of all, Dad, it was a DAWG puppy,” Baxter corrected. “And the Idlewild thing isn’t ALL my fault. Okay, so maybe I got in the way of what was apparently a carefully coordinated attempt to capture the Idlewild once and for all, but don’t you remember that you had a hand in kicking the whole thing off last year?”

Harlan gritted his teeth, glaring hard at Baxter. Mathers shrunk a bit behind his console, opting to busy himself with some star charts.

Baxter shifted from foot to foot. “A small hand…really, more of just a finger, in it…hardly any involvement, really. Look, Dad, what do you want from me?”

“Yer off yer current mission. I’m rerouting the Tracker to take your place. You’re gonna change course to new coordinates here…” He punched something into a nearby panel.

Lt. Madera looked back at Baxter. “This takes us to a system adjacent to Klingon space…”

Harlan stuffed the cigar back in his mouth. “Drmn rrght.”

“Klingon space?” Baxter asked. “Why on Earth would you send me there?”

“Klrngnsrfderfffffffarsrrnsns!” Harlan shot back.

“Dad, once and for all, nobody can hear a damn word you’re saying when you’ve got that thing in your mouth!”

Harlan took the cigar out. “Klrrnrng rr frccc jrrnnnnst!”

“E-NUN-CI-ATE!” Baxter shot back.

“I said…” Harlan said, heaving a deep breath. “Klingons are FIERCE JOURNALISTS!”

“Oh,” Baxter said. “No wonder I didn’t understand that.”

“We need to make up ground fast. The Klingons have agreed to give you the fair shake AWN won’t give you. They’re the only ones who would, by the way. You’ll meet a representative from the Krinok News Network. Yer gonna have a special on one of their talking head type programs. Don’t screw this up, boy. We need the good press!”

“Impress some Klingon reporters. Sounds easy,” Baxter said, settling back into his seat. “Don’t worry, Dad. The Explorer is on the case. We’ll clear our good names. I stake my reputation on it.”

Harlan put the cigar back in his mouth. “RGGFRKN. MRMSHHI. PRHFNDR OTT.”

“Aw, his mom says hi,” Keefler said softly. “That’s nice.”

“You understood that last part?” Mathers asked.

“You get better at it after a while,” Keefler shrugged.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58528.4. We’ve just arrived at the Vendrathi system, where we’re apparently going to meet up with some Klingon…journalists. I guess it says something about my situation when I need to ask the Klingons for help to clear my good name with the Federation. Then again, I guess I’ve never really cared if I’ve had a good name with the Federation. I’m just content to have the respect and admiration of my crew. Okay, just the respect. Okay, I’m pleased just when they say hi to me in the corridors. Whatever.



“Contact bearing oh-four-three mark one-five-seven,” J’hana reported from tactical. “Klingon freighter, Yur’oh’Van class.”

“Hail them. Send the appropriate greeting,” Baxter said, leaning back in the command chair. “Quapla, or whatever.”

“I’m sure they’ll be touched,” J’hana said, tapping at her panel.

“I wonder if Krinok’s aboard,” Richards said, shifting a bit in his seat.

“So what if he is?” Baxter asked.

“Well, he did try to murder me the last time I saw him.”

“I’m sure that’s all water under the bridge of honor,” Baxter said. “Besides, he’ll have a security detachment around him twenty-four-seven, right, J’hana?”

“I will keep an eye on the Klingons. I’ve never trusted Klingons, and I never will. I’ll never forgive them for the death of my boyfriend.”

“Yes, that’s right,” Baxter said. “Dwanok. We helped you save him. That should give us some clout with the Klingons.”

“We didn’t save him! His venemous shvetlat of a wife killed him, supposedly to spare him from life in a coma!”

Baxter’s shoulders fell a bit. “Oh. Right. Then we won’t bring it up.”

“Of all the murders I’ve committed - which are many - that one was the sweetest,” J’hana said, licking her lips. “Kessica, of the House of Dwanok…”

“All right, all right, we don’t need a total recap,” Baxter said, waving at J’hana. “Calm down back there, and get ready to receive the Klingon boarding party.”

J’hana looked at her panel, gritting her teeth and reigning in her emotions. “I’ve received word from their communications officer. A Mister Drondarg will be transporting over in ten minutes.”

“Wow!” Richards said, turning to Baxter. “We’re going to be on Drondarg 360!”

“Is that good?”

“It’s the most watched news program on KNN, followed closely by Late Night with Vok’Moval.”

“Nice,” Baxter said. “At least we’re working with the best…in Klingon terms, anyway. Anybody else coming along?”

J’hana looked back at her panel. “A holocamera operator, two assistants, and…yes, Krinok himself.” She bared her teeth at Richards in a hungry smile. “You may do battle before the day is done, human.”

“Yeah, today isn’t really a good day for that,” Richards said, and moved out of his seat. “You know what? I’ve got a LOT of paperwork. I’ll be down in my office…”

“You have an office?” Baxter asked.

“Uh, yeah…”

“Oh, right. Guess I forgot. Well, have fun. I’ll send Drondarg looking for you if he needs an interview.”

“Take your time,” Richards said, and moved toward the turbolift.

“I’ll come with you, my little veshtart,” J’hana called after Richards.

“Um, take the next turbolift car. I’m really late. Gotta go!”

Baxter looked at J’hana as Richards disappeared into the turbolift. “Don’t look at me. You’re the one that’s dating him.”

“I’ll figure out why our first officer is so scared of Krinok, sir. Do not worry.”

“I’m not worried…about that. But I am worried about the Klingons. Go meet them.”

“Are you coming with, or are you frightened as a baby targ, as well?” J’hana asked as she walked to the lift.

“I’m no such thing,” Baxter said, moving to join J’hana at the back of the bridge. “Really. I’m happy to go along. Lieutenant Madera - you have the bridge.”

“Glad to hear it,” J’hana said as the lift came.

“Just stay in front of me, okay,” Baxter said, ushering J’hana into the lift.



“Coming up next on Drondarg Three-sixty! Drondarg sits down with the captain of the Federation Starship Explorer. Ship of fools, or ship of honor? You decide! Or die!”

Captain Ficker nearly spit his coffee out all over the table in the Idlewild’s mess as he saw Veeksla, the comely KNN news anchor, announce the upcoming program.

“Is the coffee not to your liking, sir?” Commander Worthy said, hovering with an almost ghostly quality right next to him.

Ficker pointed at the screen. “Look! The Explorer got an exclusive on Drondarg Three-sixty!”

“And this concerns you?”

Ficker nodded, gesturing for Worthy to sit beside him. “And it should concern you, too.”

“Be that as it may, I have an update on Doctor Drake’s work on the Device. Suffice it to say, it’s not all positive. We have to decide…”

Ficker held up a hand, silencing Worthy. “Never forget that we are fighting two wars, Commander. One against the Explorer, in the flesh, and the other against the Explorer, in the headlines. We cannot ignore the P.R. war, not for a moment!”

“May I ask why, sir?”

“Because! It does us no good to defeat the Explorer in battle if she only survives as a beacon of hope to downtrodden, reject officers everywhere! That’s supposed to be our job!”

“I thought we were taking over Starfleet,” Worthy said. “This thing with the Explorer. It seems a bit…personal.”

“It is personal,” Ficker said, taking off his glasses and wiping them with a cloth napkin. “Captain Baxter dismantled my Starfleet career. Helped me become a laughingstock. It was his actions at the Battle of Coreolis that ended my Starfleet Career.”

“Oh. When you were Captain of the Explorer?”

“Don’t remind me. *I* should have been credited for winning the battle with the Starshine Kids, not him!”

“Did you have anything to do with the victory?”

“On the surface, it would appear not, but trust me, I loosened up the ketchup bottle for Baxter. He’d never admit it, but yeah, I was instrumental in our victory.”

Worthy nodded. “According to historical records, you stole the Escort and ran away.”

“We don’t need a whole freaking recap!” Ficker snapped. “Let’s just watch the news program and try to come up with a counterstrike.”

“As you wish,” Worthy said blandly.

“And get me another coffee!”



“I’m here with Captain Andy Baxter, commander of the U.S.S. Explorer,” the thin, angular, and sharp-dressed Klingon correspondent, Drondarg, said, grinning at the holocamera as he and Baxter walked down the Explorer corridor. “And we’re heading where, Captain?”

“To Space Tastes, our restaurant, to get something to eat,” Baxter said.

“Sufficient for our needs, Captain,” Drondarg nodded. “Can you tell us, what is the Explorer’s current mission?”

“Talking to you guys,” Baxter said, nervously looking from Drondarg to his camera. “Why? Are we supposed to be doing something else?”

“Not at all,” Drondarg said. “But it helps our viewership to have a context. Your vision for the Explorer. How does she fit in with Starfleet?”

“Well, I think we do our part,” Baxter said with a forced grin. “No slackers on this ship, for sure!”

“I’m sorry - ‘slacker’?”

“Yes, a human term. Kind of like ‘p’tak,’ I guess, since you guys seemingly use that word for everything.”

“Ah, I see,” Drondarg said. Baxter noted that the Klingon news man didn’t seem as imposing as most Klingons. As a matter of fact, he seemed downright charming. Guess even the Klingons had charismatic people giving the news. Some things were constants in all cultures.

“So where is the Explorer going next?”

“Odeon Delta Three, to deliver supplies.”

“Can we go with you? See the Explorer in action?”

Baxter shrugged. “It’s not really that exciting. Just a pickup and dropoff kind of thing.”

“Cut it,” Drondarg said to the camera, then turned to Baxter pushing him against the bulk head.

“Find someone to rescue, or something heroic to do, immediately. Our viewers require compelling news. They enjoy human…er…Klingon interest stories, not scenes of your ship delivering supplies!” Drondarg sneered. “You will provide us with a heartrending story or I will show your still beating heart to you…” He glanced at his camera operator. “…by reporting to all our viewers that you were hostile and uncooperative!”

Baxter swallowed hard. “Listen here, I…”

“Activate camera,” Drondarg ordered, and plastered on a large smile. “So, Captain Baxter, where will the Explorer be taking us next?”

“Um, not sure, Drondarg…but I’m sure it will be, um, exciting!” Baxter’s back was suddenly damp wish sweat. His heart pounded. He looked around. Just where the hell was J’hana?



“Make this short, Krinok,” J’hana said testily, pacing the conference room she had commandeered at the Klingon TV mogul’s request. “Stellar Cartography is throwing a birthday party in here in ten minutes and balloons will soon be delivered.”

“What I have to say won’t take long,” Krinok rumbled, patting his expansive chest. “Trust in Krinok. You will want to know this.”

“So. What?” J’hana asked, glancing about impatiently.

“I have something aboard my ship. Something that belongs to you.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“Yes. Contrary to popular belief, Parma’chai’s actually have some rights. The Klingon Consulate asked me to deliver it for you.”

J’hana nodded, her defenses softening just a bit. “Part of Dwanok’s estate, then?”

“You could…say that.”

“Well, give it to me then. I don’t have all day.”

“As you wish,” Krinok said with a smile. He tapped a control on his wrist. “Shmatz! Chuy’Choo!”

With a glimmer of red transporter static, three Klingons, all seemingly in their late teens to early twenties, materialized in front of J’hana.

“What is this?” she asked, ignoring the young Klingons completely and turning to Krinok.

“These,” Krinok said, his voice deep and resonant, “are Dwanok’s children.” He nodded in their direction as J’hana steeled herself, her eyes going wide. “D’vorak, Tesla, and of course, Dwanok Junior. By Klingon law, they now belong to you.” He laughed uproariously and headed for the door. “Have a nice day.”



“Genetic tests are conclusive, J’hana,” Dr. Holly Wilcox said, leaning in the doorway of her office as J’hana stood within, pacing like a caged beast. “These Klingons are definitely Dwanok’s offspring.”

J’hana cocked an eye staring at Holly. “So this is not a trick of cloning or holography?”

“Well, if they were clones, there would be markers, some sign of genetic drift. And if they were holograms, well, they’d…be holograms.”

“So you say,” J’hana said, folding her arms. “I don’t suppose you’re an expert on Klingon law?”

Holly shook her head. “Must’ve skipped that class at the academy.” She tapped her padd idly against her hand and glanced back toward the medical bay. “All in all, they seem like fine kids…by Klingon standards. Any idea what you’re going to do?”

“I believe Klingon law states that I can kill them if I do not wish to have the burden of raising them on my own.”

“Hmm. I have a feeling Starfleet would frown on it.”

“Oh, they WOULD, wouldn’t they,” J’hana muttered. “Well, I appreciate your help, Doctor. You’ve been efficient as always. And may I say, your bustline today is looking particularly appealing.”

Holly sighed and turned around. “Blast it, J’hana, you almost made it through an entire conversation…”

“I cannot help it. You are attractive. I can see what the braindead one sees in you.”

“Dean isn’t braindead. He’s just…different,” Holly huffed and walked off.

Just then, the doors to Sickbay wooshed open and Commander Richards dashed in. He looked around and his eyes lit on J’hana. “Hey! I came as soon as I found out…”

“So you say,” she muttered. “However, site-to-site transport would have been a great deal faster.”

“Where are they?”

J’hana inclined her head. “In the other room. Holly just confirmed their genetic signature.”

“Oh,” Richards said. “So they’re yours?”

“NO!” she spat, so loud she surprised herself. She lowered her head. “They are Dwanok’s. Krinok simply brought them to me because Klingon law dictates…”

“That what? The girlfriend gets the children if they’re orphaned?”

“I have not fully studied the matter.”

“Don’t you think you should?”

J’hana glared at Richards. “Of course. I simply need…time to…digest the news.”

“My question is, why now?” Richards scratched his head. “I mean, you killed Kessica more than two years ago. If you did…inherit them…why now?”

“That is precisely what I intend to find out,” J’hana said thoughtfully.

“Do you want me to see if I can make contact with some of the people I knew during my Days of Honor days?”

“Are there any remaining who don’t wish you dead?”

Richards sighed. “No.”

“I know a few associates of Dwanok’s,” J’hana said, rubbing her chin. “I must speak with them and establish a legal recourse.”

“So I guess that means you’re not keeping them.”

“Of course not!” She shook her head. “I am in the prime of my life. I enjoy my work…and your shnargatz…far too much to give that up in favor of raising three teenaged Klingons!”

“At least they’re teenaged…you wouldn’t have to do that much raising.”

“Still,” J’hana said. “They will undoubtedly…want things…of me. And what then?”

“It’s a tough one,” Richards said. “Well, you know, whatever you decide, I’m behind you.”

“Of course you are, you fwarking coward,” J’hana said, pushing past him and walking out into Sickbay proper.

“I walked right into that, didn’t I?” Richards said to himself.

“All right, stop talking amongst yourselves,” J’hana said, approaching the central biobed, around which the three Klingons were gathered. “I am here now, and I require your attention. Which one of you is the leader?”

The Klingons looked at each other. One stepped forward - a broad- chested male. “I am D’vorak, the eldest.”

“You’ll do,” J’hana said, as Richards stepped slowly up behind her.

“Hi guys. I’m Chris. I’m…her…commanding officer…” He looked at J’hana. “Boyfriend. Commanding officer-boyfriend. Commanding boyfriend.”

“Do not pay any attention to the human,” J’hana said, stepping closer to D’vorak and the others. “We have much to discuss, it seems.”

“Indeed we do,” Tesla, the female and middle-child, said, pursing her lips firmly.

“I believe it is nearly lunch time. We have an establishment here that should suit your needs.”

Richards looked at her. “We do?”



“Andy?” Peterman asked, stepping into Baxter’s readyroom.

Baxter jumped, nearly out of his desk chair. “Oh. It’s just you. Whew.”

“Who did you think it’d be?” she asked, walking up to his desk.

“I thought you were Drondarg. Is he still out there interviewing the bridge crew?”

“Yes, but I should point out that Keefler had to stop him from punching a hole through Howie’s skull.” She wrinkled her nose. “Is it just me, or is he a somewhat different guy when he’s not on camera?”

“You could say that,” Baxter said. “He threatened to disembowel me if I didn’t find a heroic situation for us to get in to.” He turned to his terminal and started tapping into it.

“So what’re you doing? Contacting Starfleet to report it?”

“Um, no,” Baxter said. “I’m trying to find a distress call…a star going nova…something!”

Peterman leaned on Baxter’s desk. “What? You’re giving in to his demands?”

“Better than having my intestines handed to me!”

“This is your ship, Andy! You can’t let that guy boss you around.”

Baxter tapped on his panel. “You just watch me.”

Peterman shook his head. “Listen, mister passive-aggressive, this is your counselor talking. You have to nip this thing in the bud.”

“Why do you always switch to counselor mode when you want to boss me around? It’s like getting a second vote. It’s really not fair.”

“You switch into captain mode sometimes.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “That’s right. Fine, then, so I overrule your order. I’m going to be a ninny coward and there’s nothing you can do about it, so there.”

“Yeah, but counselors can override captains if they think they’re not mentally fit for duty!”

“Dammit!” Baxter pounded his fist on the desk. “I always forget that one.”

“And it’s not like I have to work very hard to demonstrate mental incompetence.”

“Hey!”

“Just calling it like I see it, honey.”

Baxter worked his jaw angrily. “You know, just for that…go out there and…and tell Drondarg I won’t be submitting to any of his demands. Tell him this is my ship, and if he has a problem with that he can take it up with you.”

“You’d really send your wife out to talk to a dangerous Klingon…”

“He’s not dangerous! He’s a talk show host!”

“Then why are you scared of him!”

“I’m not!”

“ARGHHHHHHHH!” Peterman moaned, stomping her foot. “Fine. I’ll deal with it.” She stepped up to the door, and it opened to reveal Drondarg, framed in the doorway, holding a squirming Charlotte in his arms.

“Your dog, Counselor,” he said gently, handing Charlotte over to Peterman.

“Um, thanks,” she said, taking the puppy into her hands.

“You should be careful letting your animals run loose on the ship, lest an unfortunate accident befall one of them.”

Peterman turned quickly to Baxter, hugging Charlotte protectively. “Dammit, Andy! Haven’t you found some planet for us to rescue yet? Mister Drondarg doesn’t have all day!”



“Spaghetti and raw meatballs!” Janice Browning announced, setting the plate down in the center of two hastily-pushed-together tables in the middle of her restaurant. She looked at Richards, who shot her a confused glance. “Well, it was the best I could do on short notice, and it’s kind of like gagh…”

Dwanok Junior regarded the pile of pasta and sauce. “This is not the blood of a targ?”

“Nope, tomato sauce,” Browning said. “Loved by many on our planet. You should see what it’s like on pizza…”

“Yes, I’ve heard of this…flattened food,” D’vorak said, his jaw muscles tensing. “Disgusting.”

“You know, I think I forgot the Parmesan cheese,” Browning said, not missing a beat as she headed back to the kitchen.

“We cannot eat this,” Tesla said, staring at her plate. “Bring the human back and tell her we want other food. Or behead her.”

“Or both,” Dwanok Junior offered.

“Janice Browning is your host and you will treat her with respect while you are under my command,” J’hana said tersely. “Now eat this peculiar cuisine. Immediately.”

The Klingon teens ate quietly for a few minutes, and Browning returned with the cheese.

“Hey, Chris,” she said through a forced smile. “Could you come back and join me in the kitchen for a moment?”

“Uh, sure,” Richards said, and backed away from the table.

“So, tell me,” J’hana said, turning to D’vorak. “What brings you here? What makes you think I would be a suitable parent?”

“We’ve all reached the age of ascension,” Tesla explained. “Dwanok Junior was the last, having undergone ascension just last month.”

“I’m still sore,” the boy muttered.

“Weakling,” Tesla muttered. “At any rate, at that time we met to discuss our parentage. The last two years we have been guests at the Keyh’lar Home for Wayward Klingons. A suitable facility, however, their staff did not provide the strong hand we long for.”

“The strong hand of our mother,” D’vorak said with a sneer. “Which you took away from us when you murdered her!”

“Mhm,” J’hana said. “Could you pass the pepper?”

D’vorak pushed the pepper across the table. Before he could withdraw his arm, she grabbed it and dragged him halfway across the table.

“LISTEN TO ME, YOU SPINELESS LITTLE P’TAK! LET’S GET ONE THING STRAIGHT! I DID NOT MURDER YOUR MOTHER! SHE KILLED YOUR FATHER JUST BECAUSE HE WAS IN A COMA. I CLAIMED THE RIGHT OF VENGEANCE LIKE ANY GOOD KLINGON WOULD AND EVISCERATED THAT ZHIXIZZ! I DON’T REGRET IT FOR A MOMENT!”

With that, she pushed D’vorak back into his seat, looking around at the others.

“Well?” J’hana asked, catching her breath.

“I told you she would be perfect,” Tesla said with a smile.

“Our mother was simply exercising her right to perform Mauk’tovar. It also is the Klingon way, is it not?” Dwanok Junior asked.

“Your ‘Klingon way’ can be damned,” J’hana muttered. “Kessica killed my boyfriend, and for that, I hope Fekhlar devoured her soul swiftly after she was killed.”

“And what price will you pay when you die?” D’vorak scowled. “What price will you pay for killing our mother?”

J’hana laughed uproariously. “I assure you, D’vorak, I’ll face my punishment at the Great Hive like any other. But I promise you, I’ve far grander sins to atone for than killing your shevath of a mother!”

“Well,” Tesla said. “I realize we’re all a bit…heated…but we must remember the purpose for this trip.”

“Which I am still trying to determine…” J’hana said.

“While we may not all forgive what you did,” Tesla said, looking from Dwanok Junior to D’vorak, “we must admit that you are our last living connection to our father. You are also well-versed in the ways of the warrior.”

“Many songs were sung of your battle to save our Father,” Dwanok Junior said in a small voice.

“Oh,” J’hana said, trying to hide how genuinely touched she was. “I was hoping.”

“We’ve much to learn from you,” Tesla said, shooting D’vorak a glare. “Having all reached the age of ascension, we therefor put our lives in your hands, to do with as you will. It’s our hope that we emerge from the fires of your training as extensions of your mighty hands, as instruments of destruction. As true warriors.”

“Well,” J’hana said, turning a darker shade of blue. “I don’t know what to say…”



“What’s going on out there?” Browning asked Richards, as he peered through the crack in the door that led out from the kitchen.

“I don’t know. If you’ll be quiet, maybe we can both hear!”

“Stop listening in, that’s not why I called you in here,” Browning said. “I’m worried about J’hana.”

Richards glanced back at her. “You are?”

“Sure. This doesn’t feel right for some reason.”

“It’s Klingons. If it felt right, I’d be worried.”

“I mean, how do we know what they’re asking for is on the level?”

“They’re kids. They want parenting. Isn’t that a reasonable request?”

“It just doesn’t add up. And what about you?”

“What about me?” Richards asked, turning to Browning.

“How do you fit in to all this? Are you going to father these kids?”

“I…I hadn’t thought of it like that.”

“You’ve been with J’hana for a few months now. I figured the thought of commitment would have crossed your mind by now.” Browning smacked her forehead. “But no, of course, this is Chris Richards we’re talking about.”

“Hey…”

“I’m just saying, Christopher, that if J’hana takes on three new children, you may find yourself with responsibilities you never dreamed of. And if you weren’t ready to get married, I’m guessing you sure as hell aren’t ready for this.”

Richards narrowed his eyes at Browning. “This is all about us, isn’t it?”

“No, Christopher,” Browning sighed. “It’s not always about us…”

“I think it is. I think you’re still conflicted about leaving me at the altar. And you can’t stand the idea that I may ever get on that altar with anyone else again.”

“I don’t doubt you’ll get there,” Browning muttered. “But whether you stay there, that’s another story. And I certainly don’t see you there with J’hana.”

“No?” Richards asked defiantly. “Well, I’ll show you.”

“At least you’ll already have kids,” Browning shot back.

“She’s not keeping them,” Richards replied harshly, pushing through the kitchen door. “Of that, you can be sure.”

As he stepped out, he came toe to toe with J’hana, who stared at him with an odd, euphoric look on her face.

“I have decided to keep the teenagers,” J’hana said. “Doctor Browning, uncork your best carbonated beverage. I am a mom.”



“All we had was root beer,” Dr. Browning sighed and stared out the large windows in the Constellation Club. She’d tried to contact Pogo, but he was at some sort of rally on Bosphorus Three. Just as well…what she needed right now was her best friend and counselor. “I kind of wish it had been something stronger.”

“I can ask Mirk to get you something, if you want,” Peterman said, staring at her Pink Squirrel.

Browning narrowed her eyes at Peterman. “Isn’t it a little early in the day to drink?”

Peterman shrugged. “I need to loosen up before my afternoon slate. Lieutenant Sefelt AND Ensign Verducci in one day!”

“Verducci?” Browning asked.

“Thinks he’s allergic to his shoes.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

“You’re telling me. It’s an equinox of bad appointments that only happens once every couple of years. On top of that, I’ve got a psychotic Klingon commentator roaming the ship, frightening my husband, who’s usually frightened even when he’s not dealing with psychotic Klingon commentators.”

“That is…a lot.” Browning shook her head.

“Plus, there’s Tilleran…she’s been a bit reclusive. I’m afraid she’s not really assimilating. I try to meet with her, to get through to her, and she just kind of blows me off. We haven’t had the breakthrough I’ve been hoping for yet.” She took a breath and sipped her drink thoughtfully. “Enough about my problems. What about you?”

“I guess I just feel a little lost lately.”

“You find it odd that J’hana decided to keep the Klingon children?”

“I guess I got this sudden image of J’hana and Christopher raising these children…”

“They’re adolescent Klingons. By that age, in their culture, they’re pretty much already raised.”

“Still. Where does that leave me?”

“With a beautiful son and a fulfilling life on the Explorer,” Peterman said, reaching out to touch Brown’s hand. “And don’t you forget it.”

“Yeah. Things are good. And…romantically,” Browning said. “There’s Pogo.”

“Ahh,” Peterman said. “And is there any progress there?”

“Not exactly,” Browning said. She sighed. “It’s complicated.”

“Always is,” Peterman said, draining her glass. “Mirk, another squirrel over here, and keep them fluffy!”

From behind the bar, Mirk gave a small sigh and turned to the replicator.

At a nearby table, a glassy-eyed Krinok held up a chalice of blood wine, inclining his head at Peterman. “Cheers, human!”

“What’s he so happy about?” Browning asked.

“I don’t know,” Peterman mused. “But whatever it is can’t be too good for us.”



“Why are there so many humans around?” Tesla asked, puffing out her chest as she walked down the corridor with J’hana, grimacing at the crewmembers that passed by.

“Because this is a Federation vessel,” J’hana said patiently. “The Federation is made up of many splendid cultures; however, the humans ruin that by being…well, just about everywhere.”

“I’ve noticed,” D’vorak growled.

“Well, you’re no treat yourself,” Richards said quietly from behind the group.

J’hana glared back at him. “Well, I’m not going to just stand here and have my species impuned,” he said.

Tesla turned on a heel, withdrawing a blade and shoving it up close against Richards’s neck. “And just WHY not you sniveling p’tak.”

Richards floundered. “Oh, no reason, I guess…”

J’hana’s face lit up with barely restrained glee. “Oh, Tesla. You’ve made your mother so proud. Don’t kill him, though. Mommy gets sex from that man.”

Tesla looked from J’hana to Richards and back again. “May I inflict a non-mortal wound?”

“No,” J’hana said. “Starfleet can’t stand that sort of thing, and then I’d have to fill out a bunch of reports. It’s just not worth the trouble.”

“Plus…I’m…her…boyfriend…” Richards choked as Tesla put her blade away. He rubbed his throat. “So, you know, she wouldn’t want to see me dead.”

“Yes, that too,” J’hana sighed, turning to a large pair of doors and keying them open. “Anyway, this is the arboretum. Grass, flowers, et cetera. I imagine if you’ve seen one garden, you’ve seen them all.”

“What is the point of this tour?” Dwanok Junior asked.

“Because you need to see where Mommy works. And eventually, you’ll be selecting quarters on this vessel, so I can keep my eyes on you and train you in the ways of life, so you can go out and be cunning warriors, or at the very least, survive a mild skirmish.”

“And we’re expected to learn all that on a Federation ship?” D’vorak scowled.

“A Federation ship with me aboard, yes,” J’hana said. “Now then, let’s visit the torpedo launch room. You’ll find that interesting.”

Richards jogged to catch up. “But J’hana, these Klingons aren’t really authorized to…”

J’hana glared back at him.

“Of course, you’ll be supervising, so…”

“You should just leave, human,” Dwanok Junior growled back at Richards as the group moved down the hallway.

“Well, all right,” Richards said, his shoulders falling. “If that’s really how you feel.”

“See you at dinner, chevaz-kins,” J’hana barked back at him, and then continued down the corridor.

Richards turned to head the other way just as Browning emerged from a turbolift.

“Christopher!” she said, jogging up.

He turned and glared at her. “What?”

She gaped. “What’s your problem?”

Richards blinked. “Oh, nothing I guess. What do you want?”

“Actually, I just came to tell you I’m sorry for the way I was acting before. It was immature. I’m happy for you and J’hana.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I guess we all just have different ways of dealing with things, you know?”

“Sure.”

“So…how are things? With you, and J’hana, and the…uh, kids?”

Richards stared down the hallway; they’d already rounded the corner. “Fine. Great, actually.”

“That’s good. Do you, um, have time for a coffee or something?”

“Not really. I should get back to the bridge. The captain may need me.”

“Well, okay…but you know, if you want to talk…?”

“I know where to find you,” Richards said, and headed back toward the turbolift.

“Good,” Browning said, watching Richards go. “Just checking.”



“URK!” Baxter choked, as the Jem’Hadar soldier grabbed him by the neck and shoved him against the side bulkhead on the bridge.

“Watch as I squeeze the life out of you, pathetic human scum!” the Jem’Hadar growled, shaking Baxter vehemently.

“NO!” Baxter struggled, wrenching free of the Jem’Hadar. “Never!” He slapped the Dominion soldier across the face, and then elbowed him in the gut, dropping him to his knees. “The Dominion have no chance of re-invading the Alpha Quadrant, not on my watch! Not if Captain Andy Baxter has anything to say about it!”

The Jem’Hadar looked up at him, his jaw working thoughtfully. “Really? Okay!” And he hopped up and walked toward the turbolift. “Sorry for the trouble. Hey, by the way, poetry reading tonight! Deck Fourteen Multipurpose Room. You really should stop by. I’m reading my new stanza on white dependence.”

“CUT CUT CUT!” Drondarg seethed, storming between Baxter and Chaka’kan. “What, are you insane? Is that any kind of drama? ‘Really? Okay!’ is that really how you expect a Jem’Hadar to speak?”

“Well, actually, I am a Jem’Hadar,” Chaka said meekly.

“Oh, don’t talk back to me,” Drondarg railed. “We had the perfect shot set up. Valiant captain defends his bridge from diabolical minion of death!”

“Hey!” Chaka protested. “I’m no minion of death.”

“That’s for sure,” Drondarg said, waving him away. “Get out of my sight. You sicken me. And you call yourself a Jem’Hadar!”

“You know, just for that, you are not invited to the poetry reading,” Chaka said resolutely, and backed into the turbolift. “But the rest of the bridge crew is. Bring your friends!”

“The poetry reading sounds like fun,” Baxter said, walking back toward the center of the bridge. “Oh, by the way, real nice, you guys, not charging to my rescue in that scene.”

“We thought you’d look braver fighting your babysitter by yourself,” Susan Madera said from helm.

“I’m afraid of holocameras,” Sefelt said from ops.

“Of course you are,” Baxter said, and sat down in the command chair. A shadow suddenly fell over him, and he gazed up to see Drondarg staring at him intently.

“Well?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Well what?”

“Where is the groundbreaking, holovision-worthy moment I was promised?”

“I never promised anything,” Baxter muttered.

“Right, of course.” Drondarg bared his teeth, leaning into Baxter’s face. “What I mean to say is, where is the groundbreaking, holovision- worthy moment you’re going to give me to prevent me from removing your skeleton and hanging it in my trophy case right next to my Humbolt Award!?”

Baxter narrowed his eyes. “Isn’t this supposed to be news? Aren’t you supposed to be reporting facts, not staging an elaborate drama?”

“Pathetic human p’tak!” Drondarg said, pulling his blade from his belt and holding it to Baxter’s neck. “You know nothing about network news! I should kill you for your insolence!”

Keefler’s phaser was out and pointed at Drondarg in a second. “I’ve got a clear shot from here, Captain. Just say the word.”

“No, no,” Baxter said. “We can solve this amicably. I’m going to show my dad I’m good at P.R. stuff. He’ll see.”

“He’ll see your dead body trailing your ship’s wake with all the other useless flotsam!” Drondarg seethed.

Baxter narrowed his eyes. “You know, you were a lot cooler on holovision.”

“You haven’t seen anything yet,” the Klingon growled, turning from Baxter and pocketing his blade, just as the turbolift doors opened, admitting Richards to the bridge.

“Hey guys, what’s…”

“CHRIS!” Baxter exclaimed, rising from his chair. “Just the man I was looking for. Think you could show Drondarg here around the ship?”

Richards stared at Drondarg and shrugged. “To tell you the truth, Captain, I’m a little tired of dealing with Klingons right now.” He looked to Drondarg. “No offense.”

“None taken. Our people have loathed you ever since you left the staff of Days of Honor and the program sunk into a creative hell.”

“SOR-RY! Would you stick around if your writing staff was always trying to kill you?”

“IT IS THE KLINGON WAY!” Drondarg protested.

“Look,” Baxter said, holding up his hands. “You guys obviously have a lot to talk about. How about talking about it somewhere else?”

“An excellent idea,” Drondarg said, nodding to his cameraman. “And along the way, maybe we will find a perfect moment of shocking brutality to film.”

Richards looked at Baxter fearfully. “But…”

“Keefler, go with them,” Baxter said, nodding at the security officer. “Make sure that Richards isn’t involved in the shocking brutality Drondarg is talking about.”

“Uh, yes, Captain,” Keefler said, and walked down from his station to pass by Baxter. As he walked by, he quietly said, “Or you could just kick the Klingons off the ship for threatening to kill you.”

“No, I’d rather do it this way,” Baxter whispered back. “I have a lot riding on this with my dad.”

“If you say so,” Keefler muttered.

“If I don’t get the sound bite I’m hoping for,” Drondarg said, glancing back at Baxter, “I will return, and take a bite out of your worthless Federation hide!”

“Great, I’ll be waiting!” Baxter said, waving as the group entered the turbolift and Ensign Gordon Taft took over at the tactical station. As soon as they were gone, Baxter turned to Taft. “Okay, Ensign. Secure the bridge. Nobody on or off until I give the word.”

Taft stared at him as he headed back toward his ready room. “Are you just going to hide, sir?”

“No. I’m going to come up with a solution. That’s what captains do. If I have to hide while I do that, then, well…so be it.”

“You’re an inspiration, sir.”

“Day players don’t get to deliver clever one-liners, Ensign. You’ve gotta earn that,” Baxter snapped, and ducked into his office.



“So this is the photon torpedo control room,” J’hana said flatly, looking about as the Klingon teens moved into the room, where several crewmen moved around performing routine maintenance. “This is where we load up the foreward torpedo bays and, well, launch the torpedoes.”

Dwanok Junior glanced about approvingly. “This is where your Federation morals are put aside so that true combat can take place.”

“They don’t see it that way,” J’hana said. “But yes, essentially.”

D’vorak walked up to the row of tubes, and studied the controls. “So these controls open the tubes, and the torpedoes are loaded here?”

“Well, yes, this is the manual operation; however, there’s an automated system below this deck that loads them at a much faster rate. Were that to get jammed though…and it does, especially if the ship’s atmosphere is humid or…” J’hana caught herself. “But I may be boring you…”

“Yes you are,” Tesla said, circling the room.

“Your attempts to undermine and anger me will go unfulfilled,” J’hana responded, keeping her cool, as the boys moved around the room studying the panels in further detail.

“We mean you no disrespect,” Tesla said, stepping up behind J’hana with a sneer. “We merely wish to understand you. If you are to become our parent, we must establish a rapport.”

J’hana glanced sidelong at Tesla. “I’m glad we agree.”

“Oh, we do.”

“I said we do.”

“Yes, and I was agreeing with you.”

J’hana turned and stared at Tesla. “WHY ARE YOU BEING SO FWARKING DIFFICULT?”

“BECAUSE YOU ARE NOT OUR MOTHER, YOU ANTENNAED ANDORIAN WRETCH!” Tesla shot back, shoving J’hana hard. The Andorian barely moved. Instead, she slapped Tesla backhanded across the face, knocking her back into a bulkhead.

“Clear the room,” J’hana said, glancing at the crewmen in the control room. They took one look at her face and immediately went for the door.

Once alone with her children, J’hana turned to Tesla, balling her fists. “Precocious shevath! I have had quite enough of your disrespect. I’ll die before I let my own children malign me so!”

“Funny, we had the same idea,” Tesla said, pushing J’hana backward.

Dwanok Junior and D’vorak appeared at either side, each taking an arm, dragging her toward the torpedo launch tube.

J’hana chuckled. “Oh, my….you, you’re trying to kill me, aren’t you?”

“What was your first tip?” D’vorak asked, punching back on the control to one of the launch tubes, causing it to slide open as Dwanok Junior shoved her back against the wall, right near the open tube.

J’hana’s eyes welled with tears. “Oh, I am so proud. You all are really trying to kill mommy!”

“Yes,” Tesla said. “We want you dead for what you did to our family, leaving us orphans, the subject of ridicule….for those reasons and so many more we claim the right of ChiNtoPok. The right of patricide!”

“Well, then, by all means,” J’hana said, her face twisting into a mask of rage. “SHOW ME WHAT YOU’VE GOT!”

Tesla whirled, swinging a leg up to kick at J’hana’s head. J’hana grabbed the Klingon girl’s leg and twisted her midair, flopping her on her back. She fell, driving an elbow right down into her head.

“Tesla!” Dwanok Junior cried out, and leapt at J’hana, as D’vorak went for her legs.

“YES!” J’hana screamed in pure delight, rolling to her feet and spin-kicking D’vorak, just as Dwanok Junior rammed her in her side. “These are the family moments I’ve missed so dearly!”

“Break her spine!” Tesla shouted, rising to her feet and cradling her head.

“No…make sure she lives long enough to feel herself being blown out into space!” D’vorak shouted back.

“Aw, you’re all debating how to kill Mommy,” J’hana said, firing a fast succession of punches at Dwanok Junior while swinging a leg back to kick D’vorak in the gut, doubling him over. “Yes, well, if you don’t come to consensus, you’ll never get the job done…”

“ENOUGH!” Tesla screamed, reaching out and grabbing J’hana by her one white braid and dragging her toward the torpedo tube entrance.

“Yes, let us finish this,” D’vorak said, rising and bulling toward J’hana, pushing her toward the tube.

“Yes, that’s it exactly! Work together!” J’hana exalted.

“Watch your head,” Dwanok Junior said, pushing J’hana down and kicking her hard into the tube.

“That’s the way!” J’hana said proudly as Tesla pushed a button, sealing the tube.

“Find the firing console and override bridge control,” Tesla said, wiping blood from her mouth with the back of her hand.

“Are we really going to do this?” Dwanok Junior asked.

“That was the plan from the moment we set foot on this Kahless- forsaken ship of fools,” D’vorak said. “Don’t be a coward now at the eleventh hour!”

“I’m just wondering…”



“So Captain Baxter had to fight Chancellor Martok, but I beat up my share of Klingons too,” Richards said to an attentive Drondarg, then stopped mid-sentence when he heard shouts. “You hear that?”

“It sounds like potential bloodshed,” Drondarg said. “We must report the news!”

“It’s coming from just down the corridor,” Richardss aid. His eyes widened. “The torpedo control room!”

“Finally! Something newsworthy!” Drondarg said gleefully.



“Bridge control is locked out. They’re going to be sending security down in a few minutes to find out why,” D’vorak said.

“They’ll be too late,” Tesla said, studying the primary control panel. “Once I find the firing control, J’hana will be forcefully ejected out into space, and our dear mother Kessica will be avenged.”

“You don’t think it’s possible J’hana’s side of the story is true?” Dwanok Junior ventured.

“Well, it’s too late to think about that!” Tesla snapped, and reached for the firing control. “Ah, here it is…”

Just then, the doors to the torpedo room opened and Richards ran in, followed closely by Drondarg and his cameraman.

“Stop!” Richards called out. “What the hell are you doing in here?”

“Just trying to figure out how all this works,” Tesla said, with an innocent smile. “Our mother left us behind here, to fend for ourselves…” She turned to the camera. “What a bad mother!”

“You shouldn’t be here alone,” Richards said, walking up to the controls. “Hey. What’s this…there’s a foreign body in the torpedo tubes. You all didn’t…”

“Yes we did!” Tesla said, joining her fists to bring them down hard on Richards, who turned just in time to miss her swipe, and tripped her, causing her to smash into the deck.

D’vorak leapt at him, but he ducked the Klingon boy and ran for the torpedo tubes.

The angry trio of Klingon teens bore down on him as he frantically stabbed at the controls, opening all the tubes.

J’hana soared out of a nearby tube as if she really had been fired out, and took Tesla to the ground.

D’vorak ran for the door, but J’hana had his ankle, flipping him around and crashing him into the wall.

She then turned, eyes blazing, at Dwanok Junior, who gave her one look, then obediently fell down all on his own.

“Maybe this parenting thing will work out after all,” J”hana said, breathing heavy, and looking at the camera.

“Finally! Just the kind of carnage I was looking for!” Drondarg said excitedly.

“And who the hell do you think you are, filming this?” J’hana said. She walked up to the cameraman, snatched his holocamera headset, and smashed it violently against the nearest bulkhead, then politely handed it back to him. “The next time you film one of my dear family moments, I’ll do that to your head.”

Drondarg’s shoulders fell. “That was it…the perfect shot…”

“If you don’t want to take my place in the torpedo tube, you’ll get off this ship as soon as your little legs can take you, journalist,” J’hana mumbled, and headed for the door. She glanced over her shoulder at Richards. “You coming?”

“Uh, yeah. By the way, for the saving you part, you’re welcome…”

“The what?”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58529.4. We are returning Drondarg, Krinok, and the journalism team to their Klingon freighter, in hopes to never encounter them again.

Meanwhile, I’ve consulted with the Judge Advocate General and our Ambassador to Kronos about the whole mess with Dwanok’s children. They’ve found a solution that seems amenable to all involved, except maybe J’hana.



“Adoption?!” J’hana said, pacing Baxter’s ready room. “Aren’t I a fit mother?”

“They tried to kill you.”

“And they’ll try to kill their new parents, too.”

“Actually, they just got off subspace with Krel and Varga. They are excited to go out to live on the outpost with their aunt and uncle…who are, after all, related to them anyway.”

“It is not the Klingon way. There’s no formal challenge, or combat…”

“I know,” Baxter said. “And the Ambassador pointed that out. But we think this is one area where doing something the Federation way might actually benefit the Klingons. Besides, we feel there’s already been enough combat.”

“Krel raises targs. It is not honorable.”

“They’ll adjust,” Baxter said, rising and putting a hand on J’hana’s shoulder. “You will too. If you want to say your goodbyes, you’d better do it now. The Klingon battlecruiser Yager will be here within the hour to pick them up.”

“There is nothing left to say,” J’hana said. “They didn’t succeed in killing me, and I didn’t succeed in letting them.”

“I’m told you can go visit whenever you want…although I’d suggest you bring weapons when you do.”

J’hana sighed and stared at Baxter sidelong. “Do you think they’d try to kill me again?”

“I can almost guarantee it.”

“Very well,” she said, and took a breath. “I suppose that will have to do. Thank you, Captain.”

Baxter sat back down at his desk as she headed for the door. “Besides, if you are so intent on having children, you could always have one with Commander Richards.”

“Please. Commander Richards is a fit parma’chai, but he would make no sort of father. He can barely discipline me, much less one of my offspring.”

“Well, food for thought, I guess,” Baxter said, watching J’hana as she left.



Richards and a platoon of security officers followed Krinok, Drondarg, and their assistants to the transporter room.

“Well, I wish I could say it’s been fun,” Richards muttered.

“I had a great deal of fun,” Krinok said. “It was fun to sit back and watch Dwanok’s children try to kill your security officer, who, after all, committed serious crimes against the Klingon Empire.”

“Yeah, so did I, if I’m not mistaken.”

“Well, your death would have just been icing on the blood pie.”

“You’re a vengeful, nasty, manipulative bastard, aren’t you,” Richards said, as they stopped at the doors to the transporter room.

“Care to say that to me without your security people present?” Krinok asked.

“Not really,” Richards admitted.

“Well, if it makes you feel better, I feel this visit was a complete waste,” Drondarg said. “The interview was weak, the bloodshed was minimal, and this afternoon’s broadcast interviewing some of the people who heard the scuffle in the torpedo bay was one of my lowest-rated shows ever!”

“That’s a shame,” Richards said. “I’m sure you’ll find some other peoples’ misfortunes to take advantage of, Drondarg.”

“That’s nice for you to say, but I’m not sure,” Drondarg muttered, and ducked into the transporter room, followed by his assistants.

Krinok turned to follow him, but Richards grabbed him by the arm. “Krinok…”

“What.”

“You set all this up. You knew Dwanok’s children would try to kill J’hana. You brought them together on this ship for two reasons - vengeance and ratings.”

“Either that, or it was all a happy coincidence. No one will ever know for sure,” Krinok said with a deep belly laugh.

“I know,” Richards said, squeezing his arm harder and gritting his teeth. “You are scum, Krinok.”

“Oh, you flatter me, human…”

“…and so help me, I hope something awful happens to you one day.”

“We’ll see, won’t we?” Krinok said with a laugh, and ducked into the transporter room.

“Yes, I suppose we will,” Richards said, staring at him, then headed off down the corridor.



“That’s all?” Roland Worthy asked, standing up and switching the viewer off as he and Captain Ficker sat in the Idlewild’s conference room. “I’m spectacularly underwhelmed.”

Ficker stared straight ahead as Worthy sat back down in his seat. “I guess the Explorer crew couldn’t muster up positive press even if their careers depended on it.”

“I did find the description of the alleged scuffle in the torpedo room rather gripping,” Worthy said. He shrugged. “But still boring. All in all, I’d say it’s nothing to worry about.”

“Perhaps,” Ficker said, steepling his fingers. “But we still need to answer with some air time. I’ll speak with my contact at the Federated Paparazzi Network. Surely they’ll grant me an interview.”

“I hope so,” Worthy said. “But, while we wait for that to happen, shouldn’t we turn back to our mission to take over Starfleet?”

’“Yes, about that,” Ficker said, and leaned forward, tapping a control on the conference table. “Doctor, you can come in now.”

Doctor Maura Drake stepped into the conference room, looking off-put. She slapped a padd down on the table, putting her hands on her hips. “I don’t appreciate being kept waiting, Captain.”

“I assure you, it’s for good reason,” Ficker said. “We were just strategizing.”

“Well, I’ve got a lot of tests to run belowdecks, so…”

“You’ve been at this for weeks, Doctor. I’m hoping you have, at least, a few encouraging results.”

“My results are quite encouraging. Mister Snodgrass,” she said, tapping her combadge.

The doors to the bridge entered, and Ensign Snodgrass, one of the first crewmen recruited by Ficker, stepped in stiffly.

“Yes,” he said, in an almost trancelike state.

“Mister Snodgrass, do me a favor and slap Commander Worthy in the face.”

“He’d never do that,” Ficker said. “It flies in the face of Starfleet duty and honor.”

“Plus it flies in the face of…my face!” Worthy protested as Snodgrass walked over calmly, then briskly slapped him across the face.

“Mister Snodgrass, kill Commander Worthy.”

Snodgrass nodded, and reached for the phaser at his side.

Ficker’s smile grew.

“Stop him, Doctor!” Worthy cried, backing up in his chair as Snodgrass raised his weapon.

“Belay that, Snodgrass,” Drake said, and the ensign dropped the phaser.

“Mind control is nothing new, Doctor,” Worthy said, straightening his tunic as Snodgrass stared straight ahead.

“True,” Drake said. “But it’s not the mind control itself that’s exciting. It’s the way we’re going to deliver it.” She walked up to the terminal screen at the front of the room and punched a few controls.

Ficker turned in his chair and stared at the schematics. “It’s our subspace antenna.”

“And it’s the key to bringing one misguided soul after another to your way of thinking, as quickly as you might make a subspace comm.”

“And there’s no defense against it?” Worthy said, standing and walking over to the schematic.

“Well, that is the general idea, right?” Drake asked with a smile.

“Oh, Doctor,” Ficker said giddily. “You’re worth every resource we expended on your bizarre experiments. When will we be ready to deploy this weapon on a broad scale?”

“Four to six weeks, with some time built in for unnecessary but enjoyable tests,” Drake said.

“Excellent,” Ficker said. “First stop: the Explorer.”

“And second stop, we procure a certain delicious Admiral,” Drake said. “That was our arrangement, was it not?”

“Of course,” Ficker said. “I’m nothing if not a man of my word.” He nodded at Worthy. “Commander: Inform the crew, and help Doctor Drake make the appropriate modifications to the Idlewild.”

“Aye, sir,” Worthy said, briskly walking to the door, sidestepping the inert and unmoving Snodgrass.

“And when do we inform Captain Baxter that his world’s about to crash down all around him?” Drake asked.

“At the last possible second,” Ficker replied, and turned to the windows, staring at the stars streaking by the Idlewild. “He’ll never know what hit him…”



“All’s well that ends well, right?” Baxter asked, looking around the table at Peterman, Browning, Richards and J’hana, at their table in the Constellation Club.

“How did it end well?” Peterman asked. “Drondarg didn’t get his big story, and our broadcast only got a three percent share! Your father’s furious about how it all turned out.”

“J’hana isn’t dead,” Baxter offered.

“Hrmph,” the Andorian huffed and sipped her drink, wondering idly where Tilleran was.

“And we’re all still together here,” Baxter said, raising his glass. “Try as they might, our bosses, the Klingons, Alvin Ficker…nobody can drive us apart. Am I right?”

Baxter looked at Browning. Browning looked at Richards. Richards looked at J’hana. J’hana looked at Peterman. Peterman looked at Baxter.

“Well,” Baxter said, after a prolonged silence. “More drinks, anyone?”

Everyone agreed. That seemed like a pretty good idea.



THE END.



NEXT:



The crew’s willful suspension of disbelief is put to the test when they are called in to respond to complaints of ghosts on a Federation colony world. So Richards, Tilleran, J’hana and Piper beamed down, armed with tricorders and lots of skepticism. Which is all well and good, of course, until stuff starts going…well, wrong…






Are You Still Afraid of the Fear?



DALEK FOUR



“Any good news before bed?” Governor Zark Zemmel asked as he loosened his shirt and stepped up the grand and winding staircase of the Colony Governor’s Residence.

Adjutant Flagel looked over his padd. “First thing tomorrow, you’ll be meeting with the magistrate from Bligh District. He’ll be in your office at nineteen hundred to discuss the new water reclamation project.”

“Oh, water reclamation,” Zemmel said disinterestedly as he stepped onto the landing and angled toward his suite. “Is that really the best way you can think for me to start the day?”

“It’s what the schedule dictates, Governor,” the diminutive Bolian said with a nervous laugh. “Would that I could schedule everything the way I want to. You’d be eating jellybeans all day, every day.”

“You have an uncanny way of anticipating my appetite, Flagel,” Zemmel said with a soft smile. The square-shouldered, graying gentleman put a hand on the diminutive Flagel’s shoulder. “You’re a good adjutant.”

“Just doing my job, sir,” Flagel said. “Well, I’ll let you get off to sleep. Big day tomorrow.”

“Yes, as you’ve said, water reclamation.” Zemmel huffed and turned to his door. “Good night, Flagel.”

“Yes, sir. And…to you as well,” Flagel said, and descended the staircase to the landing below.

Zemmel keyed open the door to his suite and stepped inside. Darkness and peace greeted him, after a trying day meeting with constituents and discussing colony policy. It wasn’t easy being a far-flung colony world of the Federation, especially when you weren’t located near any main transit lanes or near any interesting supplies. For all their protestations that they didn’t care about material things, the Federation was never anything short of opportunistic when it came to supplies and trade.

Zemmel pondered these and other issues as he removed his shirt, slipped into his pajamas, and crept into bed.

The east wind, at its peak this time of year, pounded the tree limbs against his window.

He tossed, in an effort to get to sleep.

He turned again, finding he couldn’t quite get comfortable.

Then a swirl of red flame lit his bedroom, seeping up from seemingly every corner.

From the foot of his bed, a shadow loomed, and a massive, thick- necked creature, covered in horns with blazing eyes of gold, roared at Zemmel.

“BY THE FIRES OF CHASTIUS THREE I WILL DESTROY YOU, CONSUME YOUR CORPSE AND YOUR SOUL. BY ALL THE BURNING FLAMES OF PERDITION, YOU SHALL BE DEVOURED! YOU SHALL BE DEVOURED!”

Zemmel sighed and leaned over, tapping a control on his nightstand. “Flagel, it’s happening again. Rework my morning appointments. I’m putting in a priority one communication to Starfleet.”

He looked over his shoulder at the seething creature that shook his bed and marched around his room, smashing furniture and breathing flames.

“By ‘it,’ I assume you mean…?” Flagel’s voice asked over the comm.

“Yeah,” Zemmel said, shaking his head. “Now I’m never going to get to sleep.”

“Just try to pretend it’s not there.”

“Easy for you to say. Have you ever had to sleep with a flame beast of Chastius Three in your bedroom?”

“I’ll get right on the comm, sir.”

“Thanks, Flagel,” Zemmel said, and leaned up, staring at the flame beast. “And you…SHOO! SHOO! Go away!”

Unfortunately, as usual, it didn’t.



“Is there anything in my teeth?” Captain Andy Baxter asked as he walked down the corridor toward the turbolift.

Commander Christopher Richards leaned in and gave a look. “Not that I can tell.”

“Weird.” Baxter worked his jaw thoughtfully. “It feels like something’s in there.”

“Did you have roast beef for lunch again?”

“No. Tuna salad, which is why it’s even more frustrating.”

“Maybe it’s a dill. Or a caper,” Richards offered as he stepped to the turbolift and pushed the call button.

“Julie’s tuna doesn’t have capers.”

“Well, then you’ve got me,” Richards said.

“Anything interesting to report from night shift last night?”

“Absolutely nothing,” Richards said, as the lift doors opened and he and Baxter stepped in.

“And you’re sure there’s nothing in there?” Baxter said, baring his teeth again.

“On my commission, sir.”

“I guess I’ll have to take your word for it. Bridge.”

“I’ve got to say, this is one of the least interesting conversations I’ve had in my adult life,” Richards said.

“I’m pleased to help you reach a milestone,” Baxter said dully, working his tongue around his teeth. “God, this is going to bug me all day.”

“Let’s hope that’s the worst of our problems today.”

“No kidding,” Baxter said, as the lift doors opened and the pair ducked onto the bridge…

And came face to face with his father on the viewscreen.

“Dad…er….Admiral!” Baxter said, crossing down to the front of the bridge. “I hadn’t realized you’d commed!”

“Yrrrsh,” Harlan mumbled, working his cigar around in his mouth.

“I told your daddy that you didn’t like to be disturbed during lunch,” J’hana said, moving from the command chair to her aft station.

“Well, that’s true, but…obviously, when the admiralty, or the…Dad…miralty…calls, I make exceptions.”

Harlan ripped his cigar out of his mouth. “Shut up and listen, boy. I’ve got an important assignment for you.”

“Oh, good. We could use something…important to do,” Baxter said, exchanging a glance with Richards.

“You need to go to Dalek Four and spend the night in the governor’s mansion, and figure out if it’s haunted.”

Baxter stared back at Harlan blankly.

“Come again?”

“There’s some kind of damned entity in the governor’s mansion, and they’ve asked Starfleet to investigate.”

Baxter rubbed his chin. “Does Dalek Four have any strategic importance?”

“Don’t all Federation colonies?” Harlan shot back.

“Well…”

“No it doesn’t,” Harlan said. “But you’re going anyway.”

“Really, Dad. Ghosts?”

“We don’t know what it is, which is why you need to investigate.”

“But this is a Galaxy-class starship. Certainly there are better ways our talents could be put to use…”

“Son,” Harlan said, leaning forward. “Over the past few months, you’ve demonstrated to Starfleet you don’t have any talent, or good sense, come to think of it. Need I go through your blunders one by one?”

Baxter blanched. “I’d really rather you didn’t.”

“Welcome to rock-bottom, boy. You’re now Starfleet’s first- responder to the most idiotic assignments.”

“Looks like I’m not the only one who reached a milestone today,” Richards whispered from behind Baxter.

“Shush,” Baxter said, and turned his attention to Harlan. “Can’t you give it to someone else? Like the Silverado or somebody? I’m sure they would love an assignment like this…”

“Take your shitty assignment like a man, boy, and show Starfleet you know how to run an investigation. Go out there and get the job done.”

Baxter’s shoulders sank a bit. “Yes, sir.”

“And for godsake, boy, get that stuff out of your teeth!”



THE CASE: DALEK GOVERNOR’S MANSION



“So I assume you all know why I’ve brought you here today?” Captain Baxter asked, looking around the conference room table at his gathered staff.

“To help you figure out how to get that thing out of your teeth?” J’hana offered, leaning forward in her chair.

Baxter narrowed his eyes at her. “No. It’s gone. See?” He grinned broadly showing his teeth.

“I think you have another one on the bottom,” Lt. Commander Tilleran said, pointing.

“No. His gums are just inflamed,” Dr. Holly Wilcox said. “I’ve told him to gargle at night, but he just doesn’t listen.”

“Can we PLEASE just focus, people?” Baxter asked, looking to Richards. “Chris?”

“I still think it was a dill.”

“I’m talking about our assignment,” Baxter said, in slow, measured tones.

Richards straightened. “Yes. Right.” He pressed a button on the table, bringing up an image of a ochre-colored planet on the viewscreen. “This is Dalek Four. We have a medium-sized colony there, run by this man: Zark Zemmel.”

The slightly rotund, greying Efrosian appeared on the screen, as his biography scrolled by. “He’s mildly decorated,” Richards continued. “Seen by many as competent, assured. He’s instituted some practices on Dalek that have been adopted successfully by other colonies across the Federation.”

“Get to the ghosts,” Baxter said, pointing at the screen.

Tilleran turned in her seat. “Pardon me? Ghosts?”

“He never said ‘ghosts,’” Richards said. “More like…an entity.”

Counselor Peterman leaned forward in her chair. “Entities? What kind of entities?”

“Unfortunately, nothing has appeared on the colony’s rather limited sensors,” Richards said, bringing up sensor data and visual footage on the screen. “We only have the personal experiences of Governor Zemmel and some of his staff to go on.”

“Have you allowed for the possibility that Zemmel and his staff are just crazy?” Peterman suggested.

“We always allow for that,” Baxter said. “But it’s obviously quite strange that an entire group of people would manifest such specific claims.”

“What kind of claims?” J’hana asked.

“Um,” Baxter said, looking at Richards.

“Flame-beasts,” Richards said. “Vampires. Goblins. And….and…”

“Hell hounds,” Baxter said. “They’ve got hell hounds.”

“Awwwww….poor little guys are probably just misunderstood,” Peterman giggled. “Poor wittle hell hounds.”

“This isn’t funny!” Baxter snapped.

“I find it hilarious,” J’hana said. “This is obviously a case of mass- hysteria, or outright lying.”

“An alien presence could be responsible,” Tilleran said, tapping her chin thoughtfully. “But we’ll need to conduct an investigation.”

“That we will,” Baxter said. “We’re on course now for Dalek Four and will arrive there in thirty-six hours.” He turned to Richards. “Chris, form a team, get your equipment together, and prepare to beam down. You know what to do.”

“Actually, we don’t,” Richards said. “I’m pretty sure we’ve never ‘ghost hunted’ before.”

“And there’s a reason for that,” J’hana said. “There’s no such thing as ghosts. This whole mission is absurd.”

“That’s a fact,” Baxter said. “But, as my father so kindly pointed out, we’re getting exactly what we deserve for screwing up at just about every other juncture.”

“So then you’re saying we shouldn’t look at this assignment as reward for a job well-done,” Peterman said wryly.

“Just the opposite,” Baxter said, with a heavy sigh. “Well, unless anyone has anything else to report, let’s get moving.”

“Meanwhile, I’ll see you in Sickbay, Captain,” Holly Wilcox said with a grin. “Let’s talk about flossing.”



“Interesting perspective, Cadet,” Counselor Peterman said, idly gazing at her padd. “You think she’s suffering from mild depression?”

“That would explain her sporadic eating habits,” Cadet Ethan Piper said.

“What else?”

“I think she’s having nightmares.”

“And why’s that?”

“Because she kicks a lot in her sleep.”

“And you’ve observed this?”

Piper swallowed. “Unfortunately.”

“What treatment would you suggest?”

“Rub her ears. Take her on long walks…give her a jerky treat every now and then.”

“Good ideas, all,” Peterman said, nodding assent. “Now stroke her back.”

“Yes, Counselor,” Piper muttered, reaching down from the couch and stroking Charlotte’s back. Peterman’s golden retriever responded by sticking her tongue out and licking Piper’s face.

“I’ll call that a positive response,” Peterman said, jotting down more notes.

“Say, Counselor,” Piper said, looking up.

“Keep petting!”

Piper resumed petting Charlotte, and the puppy responded by moaning with pleasure.

“Say, Counselor…are we going to be counseling any…um, sentient beings today?”

“You’re suggesting Charlotte doesn’t possess sentience?”

“Well, by traditional definitions…”

“I canceled the appointments. I can’t very well focus on my work when Charlotte is obviously depressed! Can I, girl?” Peterman knelt down and took Charlotte’s nose in her hand and nuzzled her. “No, didn’t think so!”

“Oh. Well. I was kind of hoping to get to do some…counseling… during my counseling internship.”

“You got to break Ensign Anders of her french fry habit.”

“Yeah, by introducing her to donuts,” Piper said. “That wasn’t really what I was thinking. I thought we could dig into something a little more…meaty.”

“Now rub her chest. Give it a good rub. Try to get some tail wagging going on.”

“Right,” Piper said, continuing to rub Charlotte, who responded with a grateful yip. “Say, what was that meeting you went to about?”

“Oh, the staff meeting? Just about some dumb investigation at our colony on Dalek Four.”

“An investigation of what?” Piper asked as Charlotte bowled him over onto his back, licking his face.

“Oh, proported paranormal activity. Some kind of entity I guess.”

“Wow, that sounds cool. I’ve always had an interest in the paranormal.”

“Really?” Peterman put up an eyebrow.

“Yeah. I thought the house I grew up in was haunted, so I would stay up late trying to capture evidence with an old tricorder my parents gave me to play with.”

“Did you ever find anything?”

“Some very suspicious static,” Piper said. “But no, nothing, really.”

Peterman gave Piper a thoughtful look. “Well, I suppose I can take the Charlotte case from here.”

“You think?” Piper asked hopefully.

“Well, this internship is supposed to provide you with…unique experiences. I suppose there’s nothing more unique than chasing ghosts at a Federation colony.”

“You’ve got that right!”

Peterman smiled. “Then it’s settled. I’ll get you assigned to the away team as…” she jotted down some notes on her padd. “The official counseling representative.”

Piper’s eyes brightened. “Cool!”

Charlotte looked up and barked.

Peterman sighed and glanced down at her, waving a scolding finger. “No, you can’t go, girl. Dogs don’t believe in ghosts.”

Piper got up to leave, wondering how Peterman could be so sure of that.



“Gravometric nanometer. Check,” Cadet Sparks said, tossing another piece of equipment into her case as Lt. Commander Tilleran looked on.

“Toss in a spectric sizemometer too. And a thermal scanner,” she said, checking a padd.

“That’s a lot of stuff,” Richards said, standing by the door, beside J’hana.

“Is all this really necessary?” J’hana asked. “Just in response to a minor colony’s pathetic need for attention?”

“Well, whether or not the assignment is glamorous, we’re going to carry it out like good Starfleet officers,” Richards said.

“It’s ridiculous,” Sparks said. “Everybody knows there’s no such thing as ghosts.”

“We shall see,” Tilleran said, as she scanned her equipment cases, making sure she’d brought everything.

J’hana turned to look at Tilleran incredulously. “Betazoid, are you telling me you’re actually a…believer?”

“I don’t know if I necessary believe in the paranormal,” Tilleran said, closing the case and setting it down next to the others. “But I find the whole concept…romantic.”

J’hana arched an eyebrow. “Really? I didn’t think you were a romantic.”

“You know better,” Tilleran chided. “You’ve seen my romantic side.”

“Yes, and I’m sad to say it’s going to waste at the moment,” J’hana muttered.

“There’s nothing wrong with being…in between…lovers,” Tilleran asserted. “Besides, we’re not all meant to put down roots.”

“Betazoid, I’ve seen your roots,” J’hana said with a lusty growl.

“Can we talk about something else?” Tilleran asked. “You’re as bad as Crellus.” She picked up a padd, waving it at J’hana. “He sends me two, three messages a week, wanting to ‘talk.’ I know what he wants, and I’m not any closer to marrying him than I was when we were on that stupid talk show.”

Sparks turned, raising an eyebrow. “Did you say talk show?”

“Long story,” Tilleran sighed, tossing the padd down.

Richards suddenly appeared a little sweaty, and nervous. He clapped his hands together. “Well, let’s get down to the transporter room!”

“We won’t make orbit for another hour,” Sparks said.

“It pays to get an early start, that’s what I always say!” Richards said, and darted for the door to the lab, just as Piper stepped in.

“Commander! Just the man I was looking for.”

“I am? I mean, I am,” Richards said, tugging at his collar. “What can I do for you, Cadet?”

He handed Richards a padd. “From Counselor Peterman, requesting that I be assigned to the away team as an investigator!”

“You are?” Sparks asked, glancing up.

Richards looked at the padd. “Great idea, seeing as these colonists are almost certainly delusional.”

“We’ll soon find out about that,” Tilleran said.

“Yes,” Piper said. “Everybody ready to hunt some ghosts?”

J’hana growled. “Ready as we’ll ever be.”

“Watch your back, Ethan,” Sparks said with a wave.

“I’m not sure that will help, if there are ghosts,” Piper replied.

“Trust me,” J’hana mumbled. “Whatever is stalking the colonists down there is something that can be killed. And just to prove it, I’ll happily kill the thing myself.”

“That’s the spirit,” Richards said, immediately regretting his choice of words.
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Governor Zark Zemmel looked red-eyed and weary, which didn’t say much, considering that Efrosians always looked a little old and tired, at least as far as Chris Richards was concerned.

“Thank Providence you came,” Zemmel said, reaching out to shake Richards’s hand.

“Our…” he looked at his away team. “Pleasure.”

Zemmel turned to the shortish Bolian beside him. “My assistant, Flagel.”

Richards gave a nod, and gestured to the group behind him. “This is my team. Lieutenant Commander J’hana, tactical officer; Lieutenant Commander Ariel Tilleran, sciences; and Cadet Ethan Piper, assistant to the ship’s counselor.”

“Assistant Ship’s Counselor,” Ethan said in a low voice.

“Right,” Richards said blandly. “So, may we have a look around?”

Zemmel nodded. “Of course. However, I’m perplexed as to why you decided to bring a counselor along.”

“Uh, standard, um, away team protocol,” Richards said.

“You’re obviously lying,” Zemmel said. “There’s only one reason you’d bring a counselor along. To debunk my claims and write my staff and me off as crazy.”

“That’s not true,” Piper said. “I actually am an avid ghost hunter.”

“Please don’t say ‘ghost hunter,’” Richards said, covering his face.

“Well, that’s different, then,” Zemmel said, brightening. “Come right along, Mister Piper. Let me show you my insane mansion.”

“He already said ‘insane,’” J’hana whispered, leaning toward Richards.

Richards waved her off. “Tilleran and J’hana will start setting up our equipment, while you show Cadet Piper and me around.”

“Very well,” Zemmel said. “Flagel, show them to the first-floor study. They may use that as a command center.”

“Well, now we’re official,” J’hana groused. “We have a command center.”

“Don’t be difficult,” Tilleran chided as Flagel led her and J’hana away.

Zemmel gestured up the staircase. “Gentlemen, if you’ll follow me.”

“This should be good,” Richards mumbled.

“Commander, I ask that you go into this evening with an open mind,” Piper said, bringing up step next to Richards as they climbed the massive staircase. “Who knows what we might discover tonight!”

“I know,” Richards said. “Believe me, I know.”

“Our first stop is the second floor hallway,” Zemmel said. “Several manifestations have happened right here.”

Richards glanced up and down the hallway, and removed his tricorder. He gave a quick scan. “Nothing out of the ordinary.”

“Of course not,” Zemmel said. “Don’t you think we have tricorders here? We’ve already scanned the mansion up and down. There are NO signs of paranormal activity.”

“I’m just being thorough, Governor,” Richards said tightly.

“What do you see in the hallway?” Piper asked, by way of changing the subject.

“Oh, many things,” Zemmel said. “Three nights ago, a Klingon targ appeared at the end of the hallway, and chased me into the East Wing bathroom. I was locked in there for a good hour before the snarling stopped and I poked my head out.”

“And when you came out of the bathroom?” Richards asked.

“The targ was gone, as usual,” Zemmel said. “Quite frustrating, really.”

“What else?” asked Piper.

“My social secretary, Salisha, was attacked by a nine-foot, three headed, winged sea raptor that emerged from the north wing bath tub.”

“And you tell the targ story first?” Richards asked. “You might consider switching up the batting order, there, Governor.”

“An awful lot seems to be centered around the bathrooms,” Piper observed.

“Not at all. There are just a lot of bathrooms here,” Zemmel said. “Nineteen in all.”

Richards gaped.

“Efrosians…” Zemmel began. “Well, we have to…go a lot.”

“Does this have anything to do with the investigation?” Richards asked.

“Nope,” Zemmel said. “This way…”

The group passed two bathrooms, and then came to a large room filled with books and holovid monitors.

“This is my private library,” Zemmel said. “I’m the only one who uses it.”

“Ahhh, and I bet books fly around in the middle of the night, right?” Piper asked eagerly. “Do they come right off the shelves?”

“No,” Zemmel said flatly. “Nothing happens in here. This is just where I go to read.”

“Could we move this along?” Richards asked.

“Certainly.” Zemmel continued along the hallway to another room, which appeared to be a small bedroom…too spare to be Zemmel’s room.

“This is a guest room.”

“And what kind of activity do you get here?” Piper asked as Richards scanned with his tricorder.

“I’ve had house guests complain of creaking floorboards…”

“Typical of hauntings,” Piper said, leaning toward Richards, who was beginning to realize he didn’t know the cadet very well at all.

“…and then, sometimes, the floorboards will break open, and a hundred or so large Mondavian eels will slither out, and crawl onto the bed and, well…needless to say, it’s not pleasant.”

“This happens, what, while people are sleeping?” Richards said.

“Well, they don’t stay asleep for long, when that happens, I assure you.”

“Next room,” Richards said with growing irritation.

Zemmel led Richards and Piper down the hall to a large, expansive room with a large, four-poster bed, ornately wood-carved.

“Your room?” Richards asked, pulling out his tricorder.

“Yes. You could say this is the epicenter of the activity,” Zemmel said. “Most of the…occurrences…are right here.”

“You think the entity is somehow angry with you?” Piper asked.

“It’s angry, all right. I don’t know at what, or who, but whatever it is, it’s definitely angry.”

“And you believe this entity will come out tonight?” Richards asked.

“It almost always does. Maddeningly.”

“Don’t you worry, Governor,” Piper said confidently. “We’ll find whatever is bothering you and your staff, and we’ll get rid of it.”

“You do that,” Zemmel said. “Now, unless you need anything else, I’ll be hiding in the guest house next door. It may only have four bathrooms, but at least it’s not haunted.”
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“I’ve got audio and visual sensors set up throughout the mansion,” Tilleran said, pointing to the screen on the desk in Zemmel’s first-floor study. “The upstairs hallways, the guest room, Zemmel’s bedroom, the first floor foyer and pantry, and the basement…all the areas where activity was reported.”

Richards looked on. “Okay. Looks good, I guess. But of course I could be wrong. This is sort of uncharted territory.”

“Did you put sensors in any of the bathrooms?” Piper asked, leaning over Tilleran’s shoulder and looking at the screen

“Yes,” Tilleran said tersely. “For the last time, yes.”

“Just being thorough,” Piper said.

“Uh-huh,” Tilleran said, and turned back to Richards. “I’ve also set up motion detectors that will alert our tricorders when anyone but us moves about the house.”

“You still believe this is a who rather than a what?” Richards said.

“We’ll see,” Tilleran said vaguely.

“I interviewed Mister Flagel, and a couple other staff,” Piper said. “They all seem legitimately frightened of SOMEthing, and their stories match up with Zemmel’s.”

“Everyone I encountered certainly seemed to believe what they were talking about,” Tilleran said. “I didn’t sense any deception.”

J’hana pulled out the phaser rifle that was slung around her back. “Well, whatever is out there, I am prepared to shoot it.”

“Just make sure you don’t shoot one of us instead,” Richards said.

“Don’t get in my way, and we won’t have a problem,” J’hana said, leading the way out of the study.

“Is she always like this?” Piper asked, bringing up the rear with Richards.

“Yep,” Richards said. “Ok, guys, let’s break into teams and shut off the lights.”

“Tell me again why we have to shut the lights off?” Tilleran asked.

“Because the ghosts are more likely to come out when it’s dark,” Piper said.

“And we’re more likely to stub our toes on something,” Tilleran muttered. “Commander, really, are we really going to throw hard science completely out the window?”

“I’m going to defer to the Cadet on this one, since he’s the only one of us who’s actually done anything like this before,” Richards said. “Now then, J’hana and I will start upstairs. Tilleran, you and Piper check out the basement and work your way up. Stay together.”

“I knew you’d want me on your team,” J’hana said, poking Richards with the tip of her rifle.

“Hey, watch where you point that thing!”
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“Do you have any idea what we’re looking for?” J’hana asked, as she and Richards made her way down the corridor, having checked out yet another bathroom.

“No, but I imagine whatever it is will make itself known, if there is anything.”

“Be truthful, human. Do you think there’s an evil presence here? Besides mine?”

“I wish you’d stop calling me ‘human.’ It’s…insincere.”

“Answer the question.”

Richards shrugged. “I don’t know. The Governor made a claim, and it’s our job to check it out.”

“Yes, but don’t you agree it’s a waste of our time?”

“Let’s just see how this plays out,” Richards said. “It could very easily be some sort of nefarious alien being that’s just screwing around with them.”

“Andorians don’t believe in ghosts,” J’hana said flatly, cradling her rifle. “There’s nothing better than death…so why would you want to stick around on this plane and belabor the point, when you could instead spend eternity clasped in the chubby arms of the Hive Mother?”

“I’m sure there’s a scientific explanation,” Richards said. “Still, I’m not sure I’d be eager to go to Andorian heaven, if that in fact was my destination.”

“We don’t call it heaven.”

“Yes, but your word is unpronounceable.”

“No, it’s not. It’s flarg’slak. How hard is that?”

“So, why…”

“Oh, we just say it’s unpronounceable to fwark with people. The funny part is they buy it every time.”

“The more I learn about Andorians, the less I feel like I know.”

“Compliment taken. Now let’s get on with this thing.”

“Yes. The investigation…”

“I wasn’t talking about that. There’s a great closet two meters ahead. The whole building is dark. Let’s fwark like rabid sharz-beasts!”

“I’m not sure that’s…urk!” Richards gasped as J’hana grabbed him in her fist and dragged him through the darkness.



“I hate basements,” Piper said. “They’re all inherently scary.”

“Really,” Tilleran said, sweeping her tricorder around in the dim lit and dank room, her face lit by the glow.

“Not that I’m scared, really,” Piper said. “I’m just glad that I can finally contribute to an away team.”

“We’re glad to have you along,” Tilleran said tonelessly.

“And, if I may say so, Commander, I don’t hold you responsible for all that telepathy stuff. I realize that you weren’t really, you know, yourself…and I think everyone deserves a second chance.”

Tilleran stopped and turned, barely making out Piper’s shape in the darkness. “You weren’t even around for it.”

“Yes, but, you know, people talk…”

“And obviously, you listen to them. So how about keeping it that way, and not so much with the talking.”

“Sorry, I’ve obviously touched a nerve.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Tilleran said, frowning at her tricorder. “Nothing, on any wavelength. There’s just nothing here.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Reasonably,” Tilleran said, only half listening.

“If it was an alien being causing this, then you’d be able to detect it with your telepathy, right?”

“Presumably, however I can’t read all species.”

“Right.”

“But I don’t sense much here other than your unyielding need for acceptance.”

“My parents worked a lot when I was little,” Piper said, staring at his boots.

“Well, I’m sure you and Counselor Peterman will have a nice chat about that when we…” Tilleran said, and was suddenly interrupted by a clunk several meters behind her. She turned. “Did you hear that?”

“Yeah,” Piper said, freezing in place.

“Having the lights on would be great about now.”

The clunk was followed by a weird skittering sound, like something moving across the floor.

Piper instinctively drew toward Tilleran. “Commander!”

Tilleran grabbed her palm beacon and whipped it around in the direction of the sound. A round furball dodged across the beam of light, heading into a corner.

“It’s just a vole,” Tilleran said. “See, nothing to worry about.”

“Yeah,” Piper said, catching his breath. “As long as you’re not scared of voles.”



“That was breathtaking,” J’hana said, lurching out of the closet and zipping up her tunic.

“Yeah, I thought it was kind of fun when you took the rifle and…”

“No, I was talking about the closet, not the sex. The closet was very comfortable. The sex was just average.”

“Well, you know, different surroundings, and, um, maybe the planet’s environmental conditions…”

“Please, I’m joking,” J’hana chortled, slapping Richards on the chest. “The sex was good. Not great. But good.”

“Oh, well, in that case…”

“I suppose we should resume the investigation,” J’hana said, reaching down to snatch her rifle up off the ground and examined it. “I may need to field-strip this thing, considering…”

J’hana’s antennae twitched suddenly.

“Did you hear that?” she asked.

“No. What did you hear?”

“A light fluttering.”

Richards examined his tricorder. “I’m not picking up anything.”

“Well, I know I heard something.” She marched down the hallway, readying her weapon. “And I’m going to find it and…”

“And shoot it. Yes, you’ve said,” Richards said, bringing up the rear. “There’s still nothing on sensors. None of our motion detectors tripped. Nothing on audio or video.”

“Well, see if your sensors pick up the explosions when I…”

J’hana came to a stop at a door at the end of the hallway. “What is this place?”

“It’s Zemmel’s room.”

“Is he in there?”

“No, he’s in the guest house next door.”

“Good,” J’hana said, setting her phaser to the widest possible beam. “I’m getting a really bad feeling about this place.”

“What kind of feeling?”

“My antennae are doing the kind of thing they do only when…” J’hana gasped, a light sweat sheen appearing on her forehead as Richards’s flashlight glanced over her suddenly fear-stricken face. “No. No, it can’t be.”

Richards reached out to open the door. “Only one way to find out.”

“Be careful!” J’hana said, her voice trembling as Richards turned the doornob.

He pushed the door open, and then he heard the fluttering and gossamer-flapping, and a multicolored cloud rushed past him.

“ACCKKKKKKKKKKKKKKKKK! BUTTERFLIES!” J’hana shrieked, and fired her phaser rifle, cutting a swath through the thick swarm of butterflies that came pouring out of Zemmel’s room, and at the same time, incinerating his bed and his carpet, slicing through a wall.

Butterflies vaporized and fell to the ground in heaps of dust, but still, more came.

“Oh, fwark this!” J’hana cried out, displaying a cowardice Richards, in nearly eight years, had never seen before. The Andorian turned and ran.

“J’hana!” he called out. “Come back!”

“Not on your life!” she screamed back, ducking into the nearest bathroom and slamming the door.

Once she disappeared, so too did the butterflies, and Richards was alone in the corridor.

“Well,” Richards said, looking down at his tricorder, which hadn’t registered anything but J’hana’s phaser blasts and the resulting destruction. Then he looked up and around the vacant hallway. “Guess that’s a good start.”
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Tilleran sat down behind the desk in Zemmel’s study, the away team’s erstwhile command center, staring at the large screen that displayed all of the visual sensor feeds for the Governor’s mansion.

She sighed. “So far, so absolutely nothing.”

Piper stood behind her. “Mabye we’re not looking in the right places.”

“Maybe the ghost just doesn’t want to come out and play.”

Piper glanced down at Tilleran. “Do I detect sarcasm?”

Tilleran looked up at Piper and grinned. “Are you Betazoid, too?”

“No, just a counseling intern with a hunch.”

“And that hunch is?”

“Our true enemy has yet to reveal himself.”

Tilleran rapped her fingers on the desk. “Well, he, or it, sure is taking his time.”

Just then, on the screen, the figure of J’hana flashed by quickly, followed by a swarm of bees.

“Well, that’s interesting,” Tilleran said, leaning up.

“What the hell is that?” asked Piper.

“Our true enemy,” Tilleran said, pushing out of her chair. “Let’s go.”

Tilleran and Piper turned and headed to the door to Zemmel’s study. When Tilleran opened the door, she expected to see the foyer of the Governor’s mansion, which ostensibly was on the other side of the door.

Instead, she saw a quaint, artistically decorated, subtly appointed living room, in bright pastels.

She turned around, to head back to the command center, to figure out what the hells was going on.

The door to the command center wasn’t there. Neither was Piper.

“Sharzz,” she muttered in Andorian, which highlighted just how disturbed she was. She almost never used J’hana’s vernacular. And she really wished she could sense whatever it was that was causing this hallucination.

“Oh, sweetheart, you know I hate it when you use those vile Andorian curse words,” a voice chided from behind her. Tilleran knew immediately who it was.

“Crellus,” she said, without turning around.

“Yes, Ariel?”

She turned slowly, to find Crellus Risello, the Betazoid man she had once been promised to marry, standing, resplendent in his best suit. “I…” she began.

“Feel like going out tonight? Maybe something simple…” He dropped to one knee. “Dinner and a marriage?”

If the thing in Zemmel’s mansion was trying to scare her, it had done a remarkable job.



“Did you hear that scream?” Richards asked, breathless, reaching the end of the hall, where J’hana lie in a heap on the floor.

“Yes. It was me.”

“No. It was another one. It sounded like Tilleran.”

“Imzadi?” J’hana blinked, looking up, dazed.

“Yes, we should get downstairs,” Richards said, taking J’hana’s hand and lifting her up.

“Not if there are more butterflies that way,” she huffed.

“I’m pretty sure you vaporized them all.”

“Some of them. The others just sort of evaporated into the air,” J’hana said.

“Maybe that’s a good thing.”

“You’ve no idea.”

Richards shook his head. “Really, J’hana? Butterflies?”

“Make no mistake, human. All sentient beings experience fear. Some of us just fear fewer things than others. I fear only one thing. Those incessant, evil flapping wings. The insectoid head. The entire…” she swallowed back a dry heave. “…cocoon process…”

“Aren’t your people grown in hives?”

“Yes, but it’s so much more civilized…”

“We have to get downstairs and help Tilleran,” Richards said. “We’ll pick up this discussion later.” He turned to head down the hall toward the stairs, pulling out his tricorder to see if the readings had changed any since his first scan. He called back to J’hana. “Have you picked up anything on your tricorder?”

She didn’t respond, so he turned, and found the hallway empty.

“J’hana?” he asked.

“Brace yourself!” the Andorian’s voice bellowed deeply.

Richards looked up, only to find that J’hana was facing him from the other end of the hallway. How did she get there?

“Brace myself for what?”

“Total domination!” the Andorian cried, then let loose a howl that chilled Richards right to the bone.

J’hana launched herself down the hallway, arms spread wide, fingers curled, clawlike. She roared, her antennae twitching madly, and leapt into the air, missile-like, right at Richards.

“YAHHGHHHHHHH!” Richards cried, and turned, bolting the other way.



“Commander Tilleran?” Piper asked, ducking out of the study. How could that be? She was there one moment, and gone the next. No sign on his tricorder of transporter effects. She simply…disappeared.

Piper turned back to the command center and hopped behind the main sensor panel, scanning the video feeds.

“That’s funny,” he said softly. He couldn’t find Richards or J’hana on the sensor feeds, much less Tilleran.

He was alone.

And it was dark.

He reached for one of the away team’s supply packs and removed a thermos, pouring himself a cup of water. Stay hydrated, Piper, he told himself. Stay calm. Remember your training.

He was alone, and it was dark, and everything was fine. He would fall back on his Starfleet training, solving problems with technology, and only relying on violence as a last resort.

He was alone, and it was dark.

And something was growling, from just outside the mansion.

It was a curious growl. Animal, for sure. Mammal, probably. Furry, for sure.

Piper rose slowly from the desk and walked toward the study’s broad bay windows. He set his cup down on a nearby bookshelf.

“J’hana?” he asked, knowing that the tactical officer was given to the occasional growl. Maybe it was her.

“Rrooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooowl,” the growl continued.

Then Piper felt the ground shake ever so slightly. He looked at his cup, and saw the water ripple as the ground shook. The shaking was becoming a little more pronounced.

Piper took a cautious step back, reaching for his sidearm and pulling it from its holster. His fingers trembled as he dialed the setting up to maximum stun.

Maybe Dalek Four’s indigenous population simply included large, furry mammalian creatures.

Check that, Piper thought, as a massive head lowered itself in front of the window, and a deep, thoughtful brown eye studied him.

A wet nose fogged the window ever so slightly, and that deep, soulful brown eye just stared.

Piper’s hand shook as he held out his weapon. “This isn’t real. This can’t be real. No…flooping…way…”

And then the thing barked, a thunderous, ear-splitting sound, that shook the floor beneath Piper’s feet.

“Good girl, steady, girl,” Piper said, backing away a few more steps.

The creature responded with a long, high whine.

The window glass shattered, tumbling to the floor.

And the massive, one-story tall, Golden Retriever puppy came bounding through the window, breaking off half a wall in the process, and pounced Ethan Piper, driving him to the ground.

This is it, he thought, as the beast that bore a striking resemblance to Counselor Peterman’s puppy, Charlotte, licked all over him and pulled him slowly into her mouth.

The end of my Starfleet Career, over before it really started, Piper groused inwardly.

Well, if death is inevitable, there were probably worse ways to die than being devoured by a giant golden retriever.



“You’re proposing,” Tilleran said flatly, staring at Crellus. “That’s the vision this psychotic house has cooked up for me. And I’m supposed to what…tear out my hair and freak out?”

“I don’t know,” Crellus said with a thin smile, gesturing delicately at the suburban Betazed setting outside the living room windows. “Are you freaking out?”

“A bit,” Tilleran said. “But it’s irrelevant. I’ll never, in any reality or alternate universe, marry you.”

“Yes, but isn’t it frightening to imagine what might become of you if you did?” Crellus asked, his eyes aflame. “Isn’t it positively retchid?”

“Well, yeah,” Tilleran admitted.

“I thought so!” Crellus announced victoriously. “You’re so scared!”

Tilleran blinked. “What the hell is wrong with you? What is this place, and what the hell are you?’

“Oh, what should I answer first?” Crellus asked, circling Tilleran and dangling a crystalline chalice in front of her, the Betazoid equivalent of a wedding ring. “How about none of the above?”

Tilleran sighed. “You’re just trying to scare me, aren’t you?”

Crellus stared at her, doe-eyed. “Well, you guessed it.”

“Why?” she demanded.

“Because that’s what I DO!” Crellus said, advancing on Tilleran. “It’s fun, see! I like to watch weak humanoids like you tremble and quake, riddled with fear. Absolutely dripping with it!”

“So you are an alien presence, just screwing around with us,” Tilleran reasoned, pulling out her tricorder again.

“More or less,” Crellus said, circling Tilleran. “What of it?”

“Well, that’s a relief. I didn’t believe in ghosts, anyway.”

“Why not? People love to be scared.”

“Not me,” Tilleran said, intent on her tricorder.

“What are you doing now?” Crellus asked, trying to affect a casual stance, leaning against a bookcase in the smartly decorated living room.

“Now that I know you’re definitely an alien force, I can figure out how to defeat you.”

“You don’t want to do that.”

“Could you be quiet for a minute? I’m working,” Tilleran said, and returned to her tricorder. She was barely listening to Crellus anymore.

“But, I’m scaring you.”

“You scared me, yes, but that’s over now. Now you’re just annoying me, and I’m going to put a stop to it.”

“I could always come up with something more scary,” Crellus said, his eyes going wide and red.

Tilleran thought about that a moment. “I seriously doubt it, but you’re welcome to try.”



DALEK GOVERNOR’S MANSION: THE INVESTIGATION 2604 HOURS



Richards kicked in the door to the nearest bathroom and crawled in, his uniform tatters, blood everywhere. Mostly his.

He kicked the door closed, twisting the lock, and scrabbled across the bathroom floor, falling to his knees and leaning against the bathroom counter.

“Richards!” J’hana roared from just outside.

“What’s gotten into you?” he demanded, turning on the sink, and then the tub.

“A need to rip you limb from limb….romantically!”

“Sounds good, but maybe could we talk first, you know, get to know each other more?”

“NO! No discussion! More destruction!”

Fists slammed into the bathroom door, and Richards wondered how much more it could take.

He turned to the window, betting he could survive a one-story drop.

He grabbed a towel, wrapping it around his arm, and slammed it into the window, smashing it. He removed the towel and slithered out through the window, trying to avoid broken glass as much as possible. If he was going to get scraped up, though, so be it. No way he was going to be in that bathroom when…

CRASH!

J’hana rolled into the room like a storefront, wild eyes fixed on Richards’s rear sticking half out of the window.

“HUMAN CARNAGE!” she screamed, and leapt at him.

Richards took that opportunity to shove himself bodily out of the window, grabbed a drainage duct, and slid down it, collapsing unceremoniously on top of a bush.

His eyes widened when he saw J’hana leap out of the window and tumble, gracefully turning her body, landing on her feet on the ground nearby. Moves like that are what drew him to her to begin with, but now he was scared senseless. For whatever reason, the Andorian wanted blood. His to be exact.

Richards scrambled to his feet and ran along the perimeter of the mansion, to the front door.

He grabbed at the knob, hearing J’hana’s graceful footsteps fast approaching.

When he yanked the door open, he was greeted with the pensive face of a giant Golden Retriever. The head itself was easily as tall as Richards.

He glanced back at J’hana, who came running, determined, right at him.

He turned back toward the massive Golden Retriever, which eyed him suspiciously. Hungrily.

Richards took his chances with the lesser of two evils, and ran into the mansion, right under the belly of the beast.

He was nearly certain he heard muffled screams from inside the animal’s stomach, but he pressed on, slapping his combadge.

“Richards to anybody on the away team. Please respond!”

“I’m hiding,” a familiar voice responded. “Let me know when the butterflies are all gone.”

Richards stopped in his tracks. “J’hana?”

“Yes. What of it?”

“Where are you?”

“Where else? A bathroom.”

“Uh-huh.” He turned just in time to see an (actually, another) enraged J’hana, running top speed into the mansion, going airborne, right in front of the curious golden puppy.

The puppy, for her part, scooped the bloodthirsty Andorian up with his nose and tossed her onto his back.

Richards moved to the staircase in the main foyer. “J’hana, you still hear me?”

“Yes. What’s that in the background? It sounds like growling.”

“It is. Could you, um, come downstairs for a second?”

“Are there any butterflies down there?”

“No, but there’s…” Richards sighed, and looked at the combat ensuing between the other J’hana and the puppy. She had a good hold on the scruff of her neck, but the puppy wasn’t about to be taken down so easily. She twisted to and fro, sending the Andorian swinging left and right, hanging on for dear life. “There’s no butterflies,” Richards said finally.

“I’ll be right down then,” J’hana said.



“Ahhhh, nucleonic energy. Fascinating,” Tilleran said, looking at her tricorder.

“Not fascinating,” Crellus said, looking crestfallen. “Horrifying.”

“The truly horrifying thing about this scene is that you think I’d pick orange throw pillows,” Tilleran said, shaking her head and tapping her tricorder.

“Stop making fun of me,” Crellus said defensively. “I don’t like it.”

“Well, you’ll like this even less,” Tilleran said as she holstered her tricorder and pulled her phaser out.



J’hana tentatively stepped out to the upper landing, and came face to face with a massive, thrashing puppy, which was inexplicably locked in mortal combat with what looked like her identical twin (if she had an identical twin).

“So, what’s happening out here?” J’hana asked, walking down the steps to where Richards was standing.

“Well, let’s see…you were attacked by butterflies, Tilleran disappeared, I was mauled by a sadistic, violent version of you, and I’m not sure, but I think Cadet Piper is stuck inside that massive replica of Counselor Peterman’s puppy.”

“I see,” J’hana said, taking in the scene. “Wait.” She turned to Richards. “If she’s a sadistic, violent verison of me, then what the shatz am I?”

“I don’t know,” Richards said thoughtfully, a smile slowly spreading. “But I’m pretty sure she could kick your ass. Yes, definitely. Far more violent.”

“Want to make a bet?” J’hana asked defiantly. She didn’t wait for an answer. She struck off after the other Andorian, clambering up the puppy’s hind leg to get her footing, then grabbing handholds of fur, reaching out for her counterpart.

Richards gasped as the two Andorians fought on the beast’s back, bobbing and weaving, striking out with fists and claws, kicking, snarling, flipping through the air.

The puppy, meanwhile, reared up, smashing tables, chandeliers, and whatever artifacts Zemmel possessed that were in his way.

Richards just watched the total carnage, glad to have momentarily distracted, well, all of them.

Just then, a nearby door opened, and Tilleran ducked out. “Commander!” she said. “Am I glad to see you.”

“Where were you?” Richards asked.

“I’d…rather not say.” Tilleran looked Richards up and down. “Where were you?”

“I’d rather not say.”

Tilleran nodded, then turned to see two J’hanas and a fierce, bounding canine, locked in a fracas. “So…”

“See any ghosts?” Richards asked.

“Nope.”

“Yeah. Me neither.”

“I did figure out what we’re up against,” Tilleran said. “And how to neutralize it.”

“Really,” Richards said, turning back to watch the fight.

“Yep. Want me to…”

“In a minute….in just a minute. Let them finish…”

Tilleran sighed and aimed her phaser at the puppy, blasting away.

The beam lanced out at the creature, then seemed to splinter off in a every direction, refracting, surrounding it.

It yelped plaintively, then vanished.

Both J’hanas fell to the floor…right on top of a very disheveled- looking Ethan Piper.

“Help me!” Piper cried out, as the J’hanas rolled right over them.

“I don’t suppose that beam is harmless to, you know, real beings?”

Tilleran shrugged. “I’d rather not hit our J’hana, if that’s what you mean.”

“Just checking.”

Piper retreated to a corner as the J’hanas tumbled, clawing their way up to their feet, still locked together in combat.

“Excuse me!” Tilleran called out. “Could you two split up for a second?”

The two J’hanas stopped fighting and looked at Tilleran.

“I’m busy right now, Imzadi. What do you want?” one of the J’hanas said tersely.

“I’ll rip your throat out with my teeth!” the other J’hana roared.

“Take your best guess,” Richards said.

And Tilleran fired.



DALEK GOVERNOR’S MANSION: THE FINDINGS



The next morning, in a bedroom in the mansion’s East Wing, Richards lay spread out on a bed, staring at the ceiling.

“I ache,” Richards said. “For figments of our imagination, those creatures last night had a devastating impact on our away team.”

“Not to mention the foyer,” J’hana replied.

“I’m surprised you’re not hurting more,” Richards said, looking over at the Andorian. “Wait, nevermind. I take that back. I’m not surprised at all. You’re J’hana.”

“The other J’hana was ruthless in battle, but I emerged victorious.”

“I thought it was more like a stalemate.”

“Which one of us is still here?”

“Good point.”

“Well, I’m all done poring over the sensor data,” Tilleran said, turning away from the desk at the other side of the room.

“Let’s hear it,” Richards said, leaning up on his elbows.

“Nucleonic energy beings, at least four of them, inhabiting the mansion and manifesting themselves at will, in whatever form they choose. They didn’t do any lasting damage, other than to our psyches and perhaps the foyer.”

“Do you know what species of energy being we’re dealing with?” Richards asked.

“Hard to say, based on the evidence we have here, but they’re certainly powerful,” Tilleran said. “I think the good Cadet Piper will concur.”

“I concur,” Piper groaned from his spot laying on the floor. “In spades.”

“Chin up,” Richards said, leaning up and looking down on the floor where Piper lay. “You were eaten by a giant puppy last night. That means you are officially part of the crew.”

“Great.”

Tilleran tapped some information into a padd and flipped it to Richards. “Anyway, mystery solved. We can take this to Zemmel now and get the hell out of here.”

Richards stared at the padd. “But did we kill those things or just scare them off? I’m sure he’ll ask…”

“All my modified phaser blast did was momentarily dissipate the energy. They’re still here, all right.”

“So we really accomplished nothing,” J’hana said.

“Like I said, let’s get the hell out of here,” Tilleran said with a slight smile.

“Well, we need to talk to Zemmel. Tilleran, you’re with me. J’hana, try to get Cadet Piper to move, you know, at all…”



DALEK GOVERNOR’S MANSION: THE REVEAL



“Well, you know what we did,” Richards said, leaning forward across the conference table in Zark Zemmel’s office, as Flagel looked on,

seated next to the Governor. “We came in, we set up our equipment, and searched for the so-called ‘ghosts’ that haunt this mansion.”

“They’re not ghosts at all, as it turns out,” Tilleran said, as Richards slid the padd across the table to Zemmel. “They’re nucleonic energy beings that are feeding off your fear like…well, vampires.”

Zemmel read the padd with interest, nodding along as he read.

“We caught some evidence,” Richards said. “But you should prepare yourself. It’s a bit…disturbing…”

Zemmel watched in silence as the scene from the foyer played out on the screen.

“That’s a big puppy,” Zemmel said. After a few moments, he put the padd down, rubbing his eyes. “This is consistent with what we’ve seen.”

“That’s disturbing in and of itself,” Tilleran commented. “You shouldn’t have to live like this.”

“Yep, it’s a shame,” Richards said, rubbing his hands together. “So, mystery solved. Gentlemen, it was nice meeting you!”

“Wait!” Zemmel said, holding up a hand. “You figured out what these godawful things are, but now what? I’m just stuck with them?”

“Pretty much,” Richards said.

“Not necessarily,” said Tilleran. “I’ve been thinking about it since this morning. I suppose, if we retool the Explorer’s phaser banks to flood this building with anti-nucleonic energy, that should force whatever being is nesting here away, for good.”

“NO!” Flagel shouted.

“What?” asked Zemmel. “Why not? It seems like a perfectly logical solution.”

“You can’t,” Flagel said.

“Have you seen the giant puppy?” Tilleran asked. “These things are a menace. They need to be dealt with. We’re not talking about killing them…just…evicting them.”

“Sounds great,” Zemmel said.

“Governor, I have a confession,” Flagel said, turning toward the Efrosian.

“What?”

He started glowing, first bright blue, and then a whole rainbow of color, until his physical form dissolved entirely, and all that remained was pure, flickering light.

Tilleran and Richards rose, reaching for their phasers.

<Do not fire,> the voice of the energy being announced. <I’m from a race called the Scardeen. I mean you no harm.>

“Tell that to the antique parlor set in my foyer!” Zemmel protested. “What is this, Flagel? Are you telling me that you, my loyal assistant, have been a flooping energy being this whole time?”

<It was necessary to disguise myself,> the being said. <You wouldn’t have hired me if you knew my true form.>

“A good bet,” Richards said.

“But…why work for me when you’ve obviously got the power to be and do…anything?” Zemmel asked.

<Because I have traversed the great expanse of the Universe, and I could find no better calling than to be your adjutant.>

“Wow,” Tilleran said. “Talk about aiming low.”

The energy being flickered a moment, then added. <And, I’m just sort of wasting time before I enroll in grad school.>

“Oh,” said Zemmel.

“What about the other entities?” Richards asked. “The ones that have been wreaking havoc here for months?”

<Oh. Those are my friends. I told them it would be all right if they crashed here for a while, you know, until they get their band started. They’re good guys, you know. They just have this…craving for fear. They eat it up like candy. It’s a real problem, but they’re working on it.>

“What?” Zemmel protested. “Do you know how many sleepless nights I’ve had?”

<I figured it might be good for publicity. You know, our colony isn’t really known for anything. We could sort of become the ghost colony. Has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?>

Zemmel pondered that. “You know what? It kind of does…” He turned to Richards. “We could have people come here and spend the night…and be frightened out of their wits!”

“All right, we’re out of here,” Richards said, slapping his thighs and standing up. “Have fun with…” he gestured around. “All of this.”

Tilleran stood too, and looked at the energy being. “Say, the one that impersonated the Andorian…would you, um…” She looked at Richards. “Never mind.”

Richards shot her an odd look as they walked out.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58579.6. I’m happy to report that our away team has returned from Dalek Four, with, well, I suppose it’s good news. I really have no idea.



Richards sighed and stared out the conference room windows. They’d just briefed the senior staff on their experience on Dalek Four, which prompted no end of laughter from the other senior officers. Poor Cadet Piper was sure to get some ribbing from Sparks and Mathers.

“There’s something I don’t get,” J’hana said, standing behind him and staring at the same stars. “I’m deathly afraid of butterflies, so the being conjured butterflies. Why did the being that attacked you take my form?”

Richards glanced over his shoulder at J’hana. “I’m not sure.”

“Are you really that frightened of me?”

Richards gulped. “Um, a little.”

J’hana crept up, wrapping her arms around him. “Good. Let’s go down to the aft phaser maintenance shaft and scare the pants off you.”

“But…”

“No buts,” J’hana growled. “I insist!” And she dragged him out of the conference room.



Lt. Commander Tilleran paced her cabin, staring at the blank viewscreen on her desk.

“Just do it, Ariel. What’s the harm?” she said aloud to herself.

The harm was, she’d be admitting defeat. She’d be giving in to the exact thing she swore she wouldn’t do.

She couldn’t just lie down and roll over, not about something as important as this.

But something about her experience down on Dalek Four told her she had to.

Ariel Tilleran was never one to run away from her fears.

Marriage was not in her plan. Being confronted with that possible future scared her, for sure.

But the fact that she was starting to warm to the idea scared her even more.

She turned around and tapped her desktop panel. Moments later, Crellus Risello appeared on her screen.

“Hi, Crellus,” she said flatly. “Are you well?”

“Better now, that I’ve seen you. How are things on the Explorer?”

She considered how she’d spent the last day. “About the same,” she said.

“Ah. And your telepathy…”

“Well under control. Things are returning to normal…or close enough anyway.”

“Very good.” Crellus studied her expression as they sat in several moments of silence. “So, Ariel, what can I do for you?”

“Talk to me,” Tilleran said, and eased into the chair at her desk.

“About what?”

Tilleran took a long breath, leaning back and staring at the ceiling, and thought a moment. “I don’t know. Surprise me.”



THE END.



NEXT:



The Explorer crew comes calling on Deep Space Nine for a special summit on the Dominion, and all seems well as Chaka’kan prepares to give a presentation to the gathered delegates. But, as often is the case, all is not as it seems. What is Odo planning to announce at this conference, and why does it scare the heck out of Baxter and company? And why is Browning’s purse talking all of a sudden?




Stand Up if You’re a Sitter



“It has been said that democracy is the worst form of

government…except all the others that have been tried.”



Sir Winston Churchill



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58619.4. We’ve just put in at Deep Space Nine to attend a conference on the peace process between the Federation and the Dominion. I’m particularly proud of this because for one thing…hey, free food…and also, our own Chaka’kan is giving a seminar on Jem’Hadar living among humans. On the downside, we haven’t really made any friends among the folks at DS-Nine, much like many of the other starbases we visit, oddly enough.



“It’s a bit dark,” Counselor Kelly Peterman said, stepping out of the rolling airlock door and strolling out onto the promenade, her little golden retriever Charlotte trotting behind her.

“Could use a splash of color,” Captain Baxter agreed, leading Steffie by the hand through the airlock . “What do you think?” he asked, looking over his shoulder at Chaka’kan.

“It’s fantastic,” Chaka’kan said. “This is the site of so much history. The discovery of the wormhole, the first encounter between the Dominion and Federation…”

“A LOT of stuff blowing up,” Peterman said. “What a violent, chaotic time the war was.”

“Yes,” Baxter said. “Violent and chaotic.” He blinked. “What were we doing during the war, again?”

“For much of it we were in the Delta Quadrant,” Peterman said. “And then there was our wedding, and all THAT drama…”

“Right. I feel bad about that. Not one skirmish to our credit. Not even a little dust-up.”

“It has been my experience that the Explorer has had her share of skirmishes,” said Chaka.

“Quite right,” Baxter said, patting Chaka’kan on the back. “Way to stay positive.”

“Where would you like all the matched luggage?” a small voice asked from behind them.

Peterman turned. “Ah, Cadet Mathers. Thanks so much for helping. We have some…meetings to get to.”

“Guest quarters. Habitat ring, Section Baker,” Baxter said.

“I hope I get internship credit for this,” Mathers muttered.

“Ooh! Jewels!” Peterman said, pointing at one of the stores and dashing off, Charlotte in tow.

“Right. Jewels,” Baxter muttered, and looked over his shoulder, shrugging at Janice Browning, who stepped out of the airlock with Plato, looking around curiously.

“We’ll be checking out the restaurants,” Browning said. “It’s a three day conference. I want to case the joint before I commit to a particular place.”

“Have fun,” Baxter said with a grin and tugged Steffie along to follow Peterman.

“I want to see some Changelings,” Plato said, picking up step next to Browning.

“I’m sure we’ll see one or two at the conference,” Browning said a tad nervously. “The conference is all about the Dominion, after all.”

“He’s awful excited,” Cadet Nat Sparks observed, stepping out of the airlock with Cadet Ethan Piper, watching Plato and Browning walk off from a safe distance.

“He’s awful young,” said Piper.

“His chronological age might be four, but his mental age is right up around ours. We’ve been over this,” Sparks said with a sigh.

“So why are you two in a…what did you call it? Awkward phase?”

“You’re the Assistant Ship’s Counselor. You tell me.”

Piper shrugged. “Maybe you just need some time apart.”

“Maybe things are changing,” Sparks said thoughtfully.

“Well, he is a changeling.”

“That’s not even funny.”



“The ship is quiet,” Lt. Commander J’hana said, leaning against the tactical station on the bridge.

Commander Chris Richards turned in the command chair. “What?”

“Weren’t you listening?”

“I was…daydreaming.”

“Obviously.” J’hana harrumphed. “The ship is quiet.”

“What’s your point?”

“Most of our senior staff have disembarked for shore leave on Deep Space Nine. If you can even call that a shore. Meanwhile, Lieutenant Commander Tilleran has been increasingly… distant of late. She spends most of her off-time in her quarters now, and I cannot fathom what she is up to.”

“You’ve got me. You know Tilleran better than anyone.”

“Indeed, and yet still I have no idea what is going on with her.”

“You could just ask her what’s wrong,” Richards offered.

“That is…not our way. When she is ready, she’ll tell me.” She looked around. “It occurs to me, Commander, that with the rest of the senior staff otherwise engaged…”

“Still not getting your point,” Richards said, standing, and turning fully to face J’hana.

J’hana gave a toothy grin. “This may be our only chance to have sex on the bridge.”

Richards’s eyes widened. “J’hana! You could at least wait till we’re alone!”

“I’m out of here…” Lt. Howie Sefelt said, and leapt from his seat, heading to the foreward lift.

“I’m right behind you,” Lt. Susan Madera intoned.

“I think we are alone now,” J’hana said in a low voice.



“DABO!”

Plato peered over the railing down into Quark’s bar. “What’s Dabo, Mom?”

“Don’t worry about it. You’re not old enough to play.”

“Sure I am. Nat and Ethan are down there playing right now.” Plato turned and sat in the chair opposite Browning. “I want to go play with them.”

“We’ve got piping hot yakaba bread coming our way,” Browning said. “Can we at least finish lunch before you invade the station?”

Plato shrugged. “I suppose.”

“I haven’t seen a lot of you lately, Plato,” Browning said, staring across the table at her half-changeling son. “You’ve been spending an awful lot of time with Cadet Sparks.”

“I like her,” Plato said.

“And she seems to like you.”

“Seems to.” Plato quietly slid a foot around behind him, and extended it beneath the railing. Once the foot was dangling below the railing, he formed an eye at the end of the foot, and an ear on the side. Now he could hear everything going on down in Quark’s, and see it too.

Browning gazed at the people walking by the second level of Quark’s. With the conference kicking off with an evening keynote, foot traffic was picking up considerably. Baxter told her that as the Explorer arrived, three other Federation starships and two Dominion cruisers were likewise arriving. Soon the station would be alive with activity, Federation and Dominion alike.

Probably not the one Dominion citizen I want to see, though, Browning thought.

Suddenly the Ferengi bar owner, a fellow named Quark, ambled by with a tray of steaming bread. “Here’s your…” he began, then fell face- forward, tripping over Plato’s leg.

The bread went flying, clattering on the floor, and Quark did too, landing in a heap.

Browning rushed to the Ferengi bartender’s side and patted his back. “Oh, sir, I’m so sorry. You seem to have tripped over my son’s…leg…” She glared at Plato. “How many times have I told you not to grow eyes and ears out of your foot!”

“Sorry, mom,” Plato said sheepishly, pulling his leg back into its normal shape and straightening in his seat.

Quark stood up and dusted himself off. “You’re still paying for that bread, of course. Plus a…” He dusted his vest. “Cleaning charge.”

“Of course,” Browning said, taking Quark’s padd and thumbing it. “I’m very sorry.”

“Would you like some bread that doesn’t taste like the floor?” Quark asked.

“Please,” Browning said, and glared at Plato as Quark scuttled off.

“Sorry, Mom,” Plato said. “I just wanted to see what was going on down in the bar.”

“My son, in a bar,” Browning said, covering her face with both hands. “I thought it could at least wait until you were five.”

“I go to the Constellation Club all the time…”

“Yes, but that’s a controlled environment.” Browning tapped her bottom lip thoughtfully. “Do you promise not to drink any synthehol or so much as touch a Dabo girl?”

“Sure!” Plato grinned. “Does that mean I can go down there?”

Browning nodded. “Go ahead. And grab something to eat when you get a chance. Unlike most changelings, you do need to ingest food.”

“I know, Mom,” Plato said, and leaned forward, kissing Browning on the forehead. “You’re the best.”

“That’s what they tell me,” Browning said with a small smile, and watched as Plato headed for the spiral staircase down into the bar.

As Browning watched him, she got the distinct feeling that she was being watched herself. She turned quickly, as if to catch the person watching her. She saw nothing, other than the crowds on the upper level going about their business.

“You’re getting crazier with every passing year, Janice,” Browning said to herself, and turned her thoughts to the soon-to-arrive yakaba bread.



“So then I said, ‘no, THIS is hitting a nerve,’” General Kira Nerys said, cranking her hands together for emphasis. “And of course, that put the Cardassian idiot in his place.”

“Fascinating,” the conference guest, a Benzite, said, with a polite nod. “And you didn’t kill him?”

“The mood just wasn’t quite right, frankly,” Kira said, giving a grin. “But, if I had it to do over again, who knows?”

“Excuse me, sir,” Captain Baxter said, elbowing past the inquisitive Benzite, approaching from the other end of the seminar room . “I’ve just got to see General Kira.”

“You do?” Kira asked with a grimace. She narrowed her eyes at him, as if searching her recollections. “Captain Baxter. I thought you weren’t cleared for the higher-level workshops.”

“Oops, I must’ve forgot,” Baxter said sheepishly. “Anyway, I thought your presentation was great.”

“Good,” Kira said. “I trust your people are going to behave themselves on my station.”

“They’d never think of doing otherwise.”

“I’ve heard different,” Kira said curtly.

“Well, I think it’s high time for a fresh start. That’s one of the reasons the Explorer is here for this conference. I want us to mend fences.”

“Fine. They’re mended. Enjoy the rest of the conference. Remember to only attend sessions designated Gamma or below.”

“Gamma! Ironic, isn’t it, that your lower workshops are designated ‘gamma.’”

“It’s just a code phrase.” Kira shook her head. “Are we finished here?”

“No, I thought we could speak candidly, Captain to…well, whatever a general is. You know, about the strains of command…the strange mysteries of the universe…crew who fight over their socks…”

“Odo!”

“Yes. We can talk about him too…”

Kira pushed past Baxter and threw her arms around the man behind him, who Baxter identified as former Constable Odo, dressed in dark green civilian garb, but bearing the same unmistakable visage that only Founders possessed.

As they hugged, and whispered gently to each other, Baxter stepped up.

“Hi, Odo. Remember me?”

Odo stared at Baxter, still embracing Kira. “Yes. Now please excuse us….”

“I want to thank you so much for loaning us Chaka’kan,” Baxter continued. “He’s been a real delight. He’s presenting at this conference, as you probably know. He’s excited for the opportunity. I’m really pleased with his progress, you know, being a ‘nice’ Jem’Hadar and all. He’s only really been not nice a couple times, but I think we’ve ironed all that out.”

Odo blew heavily through his clenched teeth. “Captain, I do not care about you or your Jem’Hadar at the moment. I am trying to have a conversation with General Kira. Now, if you’ll kindly GO SOMEWHERE ELSE!”

“Wow. Touchy.” Baxter shook his head. “Get command of the Dominion and suddenly a guy changes.”

“You didn’t know me before I took command of the Dominion.”

“Hey, I’m walking away. Obviously, you need your space. Have fun,” Baxter said, giving Kira and the changeling a dismissive wave.

“Numbskull,” Kira said, shaking her head.

“He did help us avert a rebel uprising a few years ago,” Odo admitted.

“But he’s still a numbskull.”

“True. The Gamma Quadrant seems much calmer since his ship left.”

“Do we have to talk about that guy?” Kira said, and leaned in close to Odo. “I want to talk about you. And me. And a hot bubbling pool of…”

“Karotch’agard, at your service,” a tall, barrel-chested Jem’Hadar said, looming over Kira. “Reporting as requested.”

“They’re growing them bigger now,” Kira observed.

“The Jem’Hadar are a sentient race,” Odo said. “As diverse and wonderful as humans, or changelings.”

Kira nodded. “Of course.” She gave a small smile to Karotch’agard. “I meant no disrespect.”

“That’s actually why I came to talk to you,” Odo said. “I wanted you to be the first to know. The Great Link has made some decisions regarding the Jem’Hadar, and we plan to share them with the Federation at the conference.”

“Understood,” Kira said, staring at Karotch’agard.

“Can we speak somewhere in private?” Odo asked, taking Kira’s hand.

“I’d like nothing more,” Kira said, nodding politely at the Jem’Hadar, who escorted her and Odo out of the meeting room.



Janice Browning stood on the upper level of the Promenade and stared out the large oval viewport, as the wormhole opened and closed, admitting another ship through to the Alpha Quadrant.

She took a deep breath, thinking about the Dominion, Jem’Hadar, and…changelings. All manner of changelings.

She’d walked around the Promenade several times, taking in the sites, staring out the many large oval windows. Perhaps tomorrow she’d attend one of the workshops. But for the moment, her heart just wasn’t in it.

“Boo!” a voice called out behind Browning, causing her to jump.

She whirled to face the voice, and frowned as she saw it was Kelly Peterman. “Oh. Hi, Kelly.”

“Glad to see me?” Peterman quipped, and stood next to Browning as she looked out the viewport.

“No, I mean…sure, I guess, I mean…I don’t know.”

Peterman looked Browning in the eyes. “Are you all right?”

“Not so much,” Browning said. “Being here, with all these people from the Dominion. It brings back memories. Them trying to take Plato away, then Jelo stealing him, and that whole fight. And…” Browning sighed. “Then there’s Pogo.”

“Yes, then there’s Pogo,” Peterman said. “You’ve been talking with him a lot lately on subspace, haven’t you?”

Browning looked away. “I guess.”

“You’re enjoying those conversations quite a bit, aren’t you?”

“Well, yeah…”

“And how are things going on that front?”

“I don’t know. He sort of dropped off the map recently. I haven’t spoken to him in a couple weeks.”

“Does that concern you?”

Browning gave Peterman a patient look. “Could we not do the counseling thing right now?”

“Well, if you want to talk about it later, you’ll know where to find me. Andy and I are heading to the welcome reception at Quark’s.”

“I think I’ll probably turn in early,” Browning said. “You guys have fun though.”

Peterman smiled warmly. “I mean it…any time you want to talk…”

“I know. Thanks.”

“And I’m not saying that because I’m a busybody,” Peterman called over her shoulder as she walked off. “I really do care!”

“I know.”

“I genuinely do care, AND I’m a busybody, but that’s beside the point!”

“I know!” Browning laughed and watched Peterman descend the spiral staircase to the Promenade’s lower level.

“That was close,” a voice said from beside Browning. “It’s nice to know you still speak fondly of me, though.”

Browning turned. “Pogo?”

“Down here.”

Browning stared down at the carpet, which had, oddly-enough, grown a mouth. “POGO?”

“SHHHHHHHHHHHH!” the carpet hissed, as Browning squatted down. “Do you want the whole Federation to know I’m here?”

“What are you doing…in the rug?”

“Trying to be inconspicuous, which would be decidedly easier if you would not shout my name on a crowded Promenade.”

“Let me rephrase my question. What are you doing HERE?”

“Can we go somewhere a little more private?” the rug asked.

“We can go back to my room.”

“Thought you’d never ask. Now lean over so I can turn into a purse.”

Browning leaned over, as the rug literally came out from underneath her, and oozed into a glowing golden ball.

“Do you prefer navy or green?”

“What?”

“Decide now! Navy or green?”

“Uh, green!”

“Good choice.” And, on command, the golden ball morphed into a snazzy green handbag, which Browning took up quickly and carried to the nearest lift.

“We’ve got a lot to talk about,” she said into her bag, drawing some odd looks from the Bajorans stepping off the lift.

“I know,” her purse replied.



“Is this what passes for a vacation these days?” Peterman asked, running her tooth brush lazily in her mouth as she crossed the bedroom in her and Baxter’s temporary cabin on Deep Space Nine. “A room on a crowded space station, with our ship parked just outside?”

“At least they let us stay on the station,” Baxter said. “That means we can sleep in till the last possible minute before the morning session tomorrow.”

“There is that,” Peterman said, and resumed brushing her teeth.

“You look thoughtful,” Baxter said, fluffing the annoyingly small triangular pillow and stuffing it behind his head as he laid back on the Cardassian bed. The Federation installed new weapons systems, a new fusion core, and about a thousand other things on the Cardassian station over the years…why couldn’t they include some decent beds?

“What gave it away?” Peterman asked, moving to the small bathroom to spit and rinse.

“Well, that’s the third time you brushed your teeth since we got back from the welcome reception.”

“Could it be because the welcome reception wasn’t very welcoming?” Peterman offered.

“Kira was certainly…cold. Of course she spent most of the time talking to Odo…”

“It wasn’t just Kira. Most of the Starfleet people avoided us.”

“They look down on us because we didn’t fight in the war,” Baxter muttered. “What nerve.”

“We had important things to do, too. We were stuck in the Gamma Quadrant. And, after that…”

“We spent a lot of time on our relationship,” Baxter admitted.

“I’m sure there were other things.”

Baxter reached over to his night stand and grabbed a padd. “Not really. I made a list. See? I’ve only got four things so far.”

“Were we really attacked by little purple dinosaurs?”

“Afraid so.”

“There is so much about our life on the Explorer that I’ve just plain blocked out.”

Baxter nodded. “Probably for the best.” He watched Peterman climb into bed next to him and rolled to face her.

Peterman looked down into Baxter’s eyes and momentarily forgot her concerns. “You know, sweetie…we have a chance tonight to cross Deep Space Nine off our list of space stations…”

Baxter smiled impishly. “You think our little list has anything to do with the fact that we’re not welcomed at half the starbases we’ve visited?”

“I highly doubt it. There are plenty other reasons for them to hate us.” She slid deeper under the covers and edged toward Baxter. “Anyway, how would they know about our list?”

“That’s true. The paranoid Changeling security officer doesn’t work here anymore.”

“But then again, there’s always a chance that we could be found out.”

Baxter narrowed his eyes. “You think?”

“Almost certain,” Peterman said with a playful smile.

“Well, then we’d better hide under the covers…” Baxter giggled softly and drew the covers over him and Peterman.



“Can I ask you a question?” Pogo asked as he oozed from purse- shaped to his more familiar changeling visage.

“Sure,” Browning said, pacing circles in her small guest cabin on DS9, occasionally glancing at the placid shapeshifter. “As long as I can ask you a whole bunch of questions right after that.”

“Of course,” Pogo said, then took a moment to frame his thoughts. “Why have a cabin on the station when your ship is parked right outside?”

“So I can sleep in until the last possible minute before tomorrow morning’s session.”

“I see,” Pogo said. “Is that how humans conduct themselves at these sorts of events?”

“It is when those humans are me,” Browning said.

“Ah.” Pogo watched Browning quizzically. “Did you enjoy today’s sessions?”

Browning stopped and looked up at Pogo. “I didn’t really go. I spent some time…reflecting.”

“And that is also how humans conduct themselves at these sorts of…”

“I thought it was my turn to ask questions.”

“Of course.”

“What are you doing here? And why haven’t you contacted me in the last two weeks? Where have you been? What’s going on? And do you know how ticked off Odo will be if he finds you here? Aren’t you, like, an enemy of the state…or whatever it is that the Dominion calls itself?”

“They call themselves the Dominion,” Pogo said helpfully.

“And aren’t you an enemy of the Dominion?”

“I prefer to think of myself as a jaunty agitator, actually,” Pogo said.

“Cute,” Browning said, folding her arms. “So how about the other questions?”

“Of course.” Pogo thought a moment.

“Well?”

“Just a moment. I want to make sure I get the answers in the right order. One: I am here to tell you that you and the Explorer delegation must leave this station before tomorrow’s plenary session. Two: For the last two weeks, I have been conducting silent and watchful reconnaissance close to the Changeling homeworld and thus have been unable to establish a subspace link. Three: Odo is planning to announce a controversial new initiative that will have a direct and unpleasant impact on your crew. Four: Yes, I am aware that Odo would be displeased at my presence here and…I think I answered the last question already. I consider myself a jaunty agitator.”

Browning opened and closed her mouth a few times, then stepped closer to Pogo, lowering her voice. “What…is Odo going to announce?”

“You need not whisper. If the Dominion or DS-Nine security personnel are monitoring our conversation, a sotto voce response will not help.”

Browning scrubbed a hand over her face. “WHAT is ODO going to ANNOUNCE?”

Pogo blinked. “You seem agitated.”

Browning grabbed Pogo’s shoulders and pulled him toward her. “Are they going to take my son away?”

“What? Oh, Great Link, no. No, nothing like that.” Pogo shook his head. “No wonder you are agitated.”

“You ARE an agitator,” Browning said, shaking her head. “So what is Odo going to announce?”

“I’m not sure.”

“So how do you know they’re not going to take my son?”

“Because I have it on good authority that the announcement has something to do with the Jem’Hadar.”

“The Jem’Hadar? Chaka?”

“Most likely. As I said, the entire Explorer delegation must leave…especially Chaka’kan.”

“I have to talk to Andy.”

“Don’t disturb his sleep. Odo’s announcement will not come until tomorrow afternoon. There is little we can do now to improve the situation, and any move we make will likely raise suspicion and bring matters to a climax before we are ready.”

Browning nodded. “So…what would you suggest…”

Pogo looked deeply in Browning’s eyes, and took her hands. “I suggest we picked up where we left off in our last conversation…”

Browning stared long and hard at Pogo, and leaned in, catching her breath as her lips touched his and…

“POGO!”

Browning pushed Pogo bodily aside and looked at the door, where Plato stood shoulder to shoulder with Cadet Sparks. “PLATO!”

“Mom!”

“Plato?” Pogo queried, catching himself as Browning tossed him aside.

“Doctor?” Cadet Sparks asked, standing beside Plato.

“Sparks!” Browning exclaimed.

“Pogo,” Pogo said, extending a hand to Cadet Sparks.

“Pogo?” Sparks asked, looking to Plato. “Plato?”

“Mom?” Plato asked, looking at Browning.

“Plato…” Browning began.

“Nat,” the Cadet said by way of introduction, shaking Pogo’s hand.

“Pogo!” Plato said, looking at Pogo.

“Plato,” Pogo said, turning to Plato.

“Plato…” Browning began, stepping toward her son.

“Doctor,” Sparks said, turning to Browning.

“Cadet,” Browning said tightly, raising a finger at Sparks.

“Mom…” Plato said, turning to Browning, stepping in front of Sparks.

“Security!” Pogo called out, and threw himself at Browning, shimmering and reforming into a lavish, fluffy, lavender, cable-knit sweater.

Browning tugged at the slightly tight garment that had suddenly wrapped itself around her, gasping shock, as she, Plato, and Sparks turned to see a Starfleet security officer poke his head in their still-opened door.

“Evening, folks,” the ensign said. “Is everything okay in here?”

“What?” Browning asked, a bit dazed. “Yes. Oh, everything is fine.”

“More than fine,” Plato said, edging toward his mother. “Outstanding.”

“I thought I heard shouting.”

“Oh…well, we were just rehearsing a scene,” Browning said, looking at Plato. “Right, son?”

“Yes. An acting scene. We’re performing at, um, lunch time tomorrow, as a part of the conference.”

The security guard nodded, looked around the cabin. “I thought I heard four distinct voices.”

“I do impressions,” Plato said, without skipping a beat.

“Really?” the ensign asked. “Nice. Do you have a Sisko impression?”

Plato rubbed his chin. “Who’s Sisko?”

“You know…‘it’s all been BUILDING up to this.’ And…‘We’ve got to end this war…’ and, um…hey…this is kind of fun,” the ensign said. “Ah, what about ‘I’ve got to find out what all these messages from the prophets mean…’”

“Yes, that’s very nice,” Browning said, patting the officer on the shoulder and leading him out of her cabin. “Why don’t you keep practicing, and maybe you can audition for a performance at the dinner session?”

The ensign brightened. “Okay. I will! Have a great evening!”

“You too!” Browning said, waving enthusiastically. As soon as her door closed, once again sealing the room, her face immediately fell. “Pogo, you’ve got to get off me, you’re squeezing my…” She glanced at Plato and Sparks. “Orbs.”

Plato covered his face as Pogo oozed off Browning and reformed between them. “I’m sorry for causing all this trouble.”

“So this is that Pogo guy your mom is dating,” Sparks said thoughtfully.

“You told him…we’re dating?” Pogo asked, looking at Browning.

“I haven’t told him anything,” Browning said, turning to Plato.

“No kidding,” Plato said, folding his arms. “But sometimes I’d wake up and hear you talking on subspace. I’d stand by my door and listen. I….guess I told Nat because I got excited, because I thought maybe you finally found someone, and…and if he’s a Changeling too then that means maybe I’d have a…” He looked from Pogo to Browning. “Um, a happy mom.”

“Plato…” Browning said softly.

“I should go,” Sparks said.

“I should too,” Plato said, backing to the door.

“No. Stay. Talk to your…” Sparks looked around the room. “Family…” She quickly stepped out and disappeared down the corridor.

“Great,” Plato said, and turned to Browning and Pogo. “So could one of you tell me what the heck is going on?”

“Well..” Browning began.

“Nothing,” Pogo said quickly. “Just sneaking aboard for a visit with your mom. I was in the area, after all, and it seemed like as good a time as any. Certainly nothing going on here…”

“Well…have fun,” Plato said. “I’ve got to go find Nat…”

Browning opened her mouth to say something as Plato walked out but couldn’t find the words as he ducked out of the cabin.

Browning and Pogo stood there in silence a moment.

“I regret any trouble I may have caused you,” Pogo said.

“It’s not your fault. I can’t believe I didn’t tell my own son about you. That’s a sure sign something is just…not right.” Browning turned and paced to the other side of her cabin.

“Or perhaps it’s a sign you simply cannot articulate your feelings, and that you are afraid of giving a name to this…whatever this is…because you are afraid of getting hurt.”

“Hmph?” Browning asked, turning around from the food replicator, a Reuben sandwich nearly the size of her head halfway in her mouth, dripping Thousand Island sauce and sauerkraut.

“Or perhaps you just want to eat,” Pogo said flatly.

“Don’t get in the way of my coping mechanism,” Browning said, pointing at Pogo with her sandwich.

“I’m afraid this isn’t much of a first night together,” Pogo observed.

Browning took another huge bite of her sandwich. “I have to admit, it could have happened under better circumstances.”

“Perhaps I should leave. We can find a more convenient time to discuss our relationship after the current crisis is resolved.”

“You’re probably right,” Browning said, taking another bite of her sandwich and stepping closer to Pogo. “But I don’t want you to leave, and I’m almost done with my sandwich…”



“Have you seen my hair thing?”

Captain Baxter stood in the bathroom door, brushing his teeth as his wife rooted through her carry-on bag and shrugged. “Be more specific. Which hair thing?” His words were a bit muffled as he tried to talk around the toothbrush.

“The cute little silver Federation emblem. I thought I’d ware that one in case we ran into any dignitaries today.”

Baxter returned to the bathroom and spit out the toothpaste, then quickly rinsed. “Any emblem that doesn’t identify you as being from the Explorer should be just fine.”

“Very funny. I’m sure there are a few noteworthy people left in the galaxy who don’t hate us.”

“Let’s investigate that further,” Baxter said, pulling on his tunic and zipping it up, grabbing his comm badge. “Now let’s get down to the ward room before they shut down the breakfast line.”

“I’m on my w–” Peterman said, sifting through her bag, catching herself as her fingers ran across a small cylindrical object. Her hypospray. Didn’t she take it last night before…

“C’mon, Kelly!” Baxter called out from the outer room. “I heard they were going to have an omelette station and I don’t want to miss it!”

“Be right there,” Peterman said, dismissing her thoughts and putting the hypo back into her bag. So what if she’d forgotten it? Baxter was taking his, probably, and anyway, the thing always gave her a rash. She’d been thinking about stopping the shots anyway.



“Any reports from the station?” Lt. Commander Hartley asked, standing in the doorway to the readyroom.

“Not a peep. Guess everything is fine over there,” Richards said, from behind the desk, staring at a padd. “Do you know why Andy keeps padds with recaps of old Cowboys games here on his desk?”

“He’s got to have something to look at when he sits in here meeting with people,” Hartley said, easing onto the couch. “He’ll tell you they’re engine status reports. Trust me, he’s never read an engine status report in his life.”

“You don’t have to tell me,” Richards chuckled.

“You look tired,” Hartley said, eying Richards.

“I had…a long night last night.”

Hartley wrinkled her nose. “I bet. Madera told me. Really, Commander. On the bridge?”

“She’s adventurous,” Richards said with a weak shrug.

“That much is true,” Hartley said. She sighed. “Well, I’ve spent the last twelve hours re-tooling the warp core and I think I’ve finally got it just right. It’s amazing how much work I can get done with fewer people around.”

“No kidding,” Richards said. “The bridge has been a ghost town.”

“It’s kind of weird without everyone else around. Baxter, Peterman, Janice, the cadets. Tilleran’s been all withdrawn lately, and you and J’hana have been…scrubbing the bridge carpet…”

Richards stared at Browning. “You actually miss the rest of the senior staff,” Richards said with a smile. “You’re bored here without them, huh?”

“Am not,” Hartley said, leaning up and looking around aimlessly.

“I had no idea you were such an old softie.”

Hartley glared at Richards, narrowing her eyes. “Keep it up. I’ll show you how not soft I am.”

“Don’t even try to hide it. Wait until I tell everyone else what a sap you are.”

“They’ll never believe it,” Hartley said defiantly, standing up.

“I feel the same way,” Richards said, standing and moving around the desk. “You want to get a drink?”

“Do I ever.”

“Are they even serving in the Constellation Club this early?”

“I can get us a couple drinks.” Hartley winked. “I know the manager.”

Richards smiled. “Good, let’s get out of here then–before J’hana comes back demanding round two.”

“Wow…you give a whole new meaning to the word ‘whipped.’”

“You have no idea.”



“No omelette station?” Baxter asked, standing at the end of the breakfast bar, as one of Quark’s Ferengi waiters shrugged. “That’s not what it said in the conference guide.”

“Let’s just eat,” Peterman said distractedly, pressing past Baxter.

“This is an historic gathering of galactic super powers,” Baxter muttered. “How can they NOT have an omelette station?”

“You could stand to have one breakfast that doesn’t include six food groups,” Peterman mumbled, picking up a muffin. “How about some fruit?”

“Continental my butt. On what continent do they eat fruit and muffins?”

“Healthy continents,” Peterman shot back, grabbing a container of yogurt for Steffie, who stood patiently beside her holding her hand.

“Good morning, Counselor,” Chaka’kan said, appearing with a shimmer right in front of Peterman.

“AHHH!” Peterman shrieked, tossing her muffin into the air, causing the conference goers in the ward room to turn in her direction.

“Do not worry. It was a simple case of premature deshrouding,” Chaka said. “Please, return to your breakfast.”

“Breakfast my butt. It’s barely a snack,” Baxter muttered, turning to Chaka. “What did we tell you about deshrouding in public places?”

“My apologies,” Chaka said. “My intent was to be inconspicuous. I’ve found some personnel on DS-Nine are still uncomfortable with Jem’Hadar walking among them.”

“Perish the thought,” Peterman said. “I find your presence…comforting.” She caught herself. “At least when it isn’t shimmering into existence suddenly in front of me.”

“Point taken,” said Chaka. “Well, since you have an early session on the psychological impacts of the war, and my session isn’t until eleven hundred, perhaps I should take Steffie while you attend your session.”

Peterman grinned. “That would be wonderful. And Steffie would enjoy that. Isn’t that right sweetie?”

“Sure! I love Chaka!” Steffie giggled and jumped into Chaka’kan’s arms.

Just then, Browning and Plato ducked into the ward room, searching the visitors until they came upon Baxter and Peterman, then immediately jogging over.

Peterman took note of Browning’s stylish green hand bag. “Nice purse, Janice.”

“It’s…complicated,” Browning said, which confused Peterman a bit. “We need to talk.”

“You can skip the morning session if you want,” Baxter said. “There really isn’t anything interesting in any of the breakouts.”

“I skipped both of yesterday’s sessions already,” Browning pointed out.

“Well, attend at least one. Maybe you can write up a paper on the nutritional aspects of ketracel white, or come up with some new kind of field ration. Actually, there’s a session at thirteen hundred hours about…”

“Can we talk?” Browning said insistently.

“Sure,” Peterman said. “Let’s just find an out-of-the way spot…” She glanced at Chaka. “Could you watch Plato and Steph for us? And get Steph some O.J. and a banana.”

Chaka bowed. “Of course. Breakfast is life!”



“Do you want the rest of my sliced cava?” Baxter asked, shifting in the maintenance tube just down the hall from the wardroom.

Peterman rolled over on her stomach, glancing over her shoulder at Baxter. “You’d have to slide it to me. It would get messy. Just finish it. You need the vitamins.”

“But Kelly…”

“Now what’s going on,” Peterman asked, squirming to face Browning. “And why is it so secretive that you had to drag us into a maintenance tube?”

“I had to be sure we wouldn’t be followed or spied on,” Browning said, looking over her shoulder. “I’m still not sure.”

“Well, I’m not sure anyone else can fit in here, so you should be fine,” Baxter said, popping another piece of cava into his mouth. “Now what the hell is going on?”

“Well. I’ll let my purse explain.” Browning pulled her purse off her shoulder and set it in front of Peterman. It promptly grew a mouth and eyes.

“Greetings, Counselor.”

“AAHHH!” Peterman shrieked, backing toward Baxter. “Why is your purse talking to me?”

“It’s not my purse,” Browning said. “It’s Pogo.”

“This is a hell of a way to announce that you two are dating now,” Peterman scolded.

Baxter looked at the purse with suspicion. “You’re not kidnaping her again, are you? Or us, for that matter? Because if you are, I’ve got to say I have a big problem with that.”

“No. I’m not kidnaping anyone,” the purse said tightly. “I’m trying to help you all avoid a major galactic incident.”

“I’m having a hard time taking this guy seriously,” Baxter said, looking to Browning.

“There isn’t room for me to assume my full form, but…” The purse suddenly morphed until it was just Pogo’s flat, changeling head. It was more rounded and a bit friendlier than Odo’s or Jelo’s….and, unlike Jelo, Pogo’s face did not in any way resemble a monkey.

“Yeah, that’s much better,” Baxter deadpanned.

“Do you want to avert a disaster or not?”

“Definitely the first one,” Peterman said.

“Excellent,” Pogo said. “If my information is correct, then we have until later this afternoon. Plenty of time to get you and your people back onto the Explorer and a safe distance from here.”

“Why do we need to get away from DS-Nine?” Baxter asked. “Is there going to be an attack? Because, let me tell you, saving this station would go a long way toward getting back in General Kira’s good graces.”

“I’m thinking you’d have to save it several times,” Peterman said.

“Whatever. It’s a step in the right direction.”

“It’s not the station that’s in jeopardy,” Pogo’s head said. “It’s your crew. Chaka’kan, in particular.”

“What do you mean?” Baxter asked, quickly shifting into professional mode (as much as was possible in the cramped tube).

“I’m not sure. I don’t have complete information. Just that at this afternoon’s address, Odo will make an announcement that will drastically affect Jem’Hadar everywhere. I’m thinking that will include those Jem’Hadar who aren’t serving as part of the Dominion’s armed forces, such as Chaka’kan and the Jem’Hadar who choose to accompany me.”

“Where are they anyway?” Baxter asked.

“On my ship, hiding for the moment in the Denorious Belt.”

“Well, then it’s clear we have to leave,” Peterman said. “We can figure out exactly what Odo is announcing on our way out of this system.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” Baxter said. “I’m trying to repair years of damage after the Explorer had no part in the Dominion war, then proceeded to piss of General Kira on multiple occasions. I’m not going to pull out of this conference suddenly and for no apparent reason just because Janice’s boyfriend told me to!”

“He’s not exactly my boyfriend,” Browning said, biting her fingernail.

“Captain, it’s for good reason,” Pogo corrected.

“We’ll see about that,” Baxter said, backing out of the maintenance shaft.

“Where are you going?” Browning asked.

“To talk to Odo.”

“I would advise against that,” Pogo said.

“Believe me, I’ve got this one under control,” Baxter said, turning to duck out of the maintenance hatch, and in doing so, slammed his head on the ceiling of the tube. He staggered on his knees. “I still have this under control!” he said, crawling out of the hatch on hands and knees, clutching his head.



“You cannot talk to Odo,” the Jem’Hadar, who had identified himself as Karotch’agard, said flatly as Baxter faced him outside the cabin occupied by the Founder.

“Just for a moment? I promise it’ll be quick,” Baxter said eagerly.

Karotch’agard took Baxter in for a moment, considered it, and flatly replied: “No visitors. Especially not Starfleet visitors.” He narrowed his eyes at Baxter. “Especially not from the Explorer. Will there be anything else?”

Baxter rolled that thought around a moment and shook his head. “Nope. That about does it.”

He turned and walked away, moving a little faster than he normally would have. That was one big Jem’Hadar.

“Peterman to Baxter. Any progress?”

“I couldn’t get past the massive Jem’Hadar at Odo’s door, so, no,” Baxter said.

“Chaka needs to start setting up for his workshop soon. We have to decide what to do.”

“We’re going to let this thing develop before we do anything rash. Pogo was just being alarmist, and we can’t just up and pull out of this conference. It would prove to Odo, Kira, and all those other people who look down on us for not fighting in the Dominion war that the Explorer people are a bunch of cowards!”

“You’re taking this awfully personal.”

Baxter sighed. “Just get Steffie and get back to the ship. I’ll take care of the rest.”

“So you do think something’s going to happen?”

“It’s just a precaution. Now go.”

Peterman sighed. “Fine. But can you get me a copy of Ezri Dax’s book? Counseling Behind the Lines?”

“I’m sure the line will be very short,” Baxter said tersely, and tapped his combadge, closing the channel.



“Your captain is making a huge mistake,” Pogo said, standing in the back of the seminar room as Chaka’kan addressed the crowd (if you can call fifteen people a crowd) about the finer points of Jem’Hadar serving on Federation starships. He had taken the form of a generic, red-collared Starfleet officer, although Browning had tried to talk him out of it based on some antiquated notion that these officers were always the first to die in a firefight.

“You may be right, but he is my captain, so we’re going to let him,” Browning said. “We’re also going to stand here watching just in case anything does happen to Chaka in the meantime.”

Browning felt sorry for Chaka, wishing there were more people at his session. She figured the topic appealed to a general audience, but not so much the diplomats and high-level military personnel that were attending the conference. It just wasn’t his crowd. Plus, the description in the conference guide heavily mentioned Chaka’s babysitting experience. That kind of thing was not so endearing to most Admirals.

“A prudent move,” Pogo said. “I can see your captain has taken an interest as well, inasmuch as he is attending the session.”

Browning glanced up at the third row, where Baxter was leaning back, his head nodding, nearly asleep. “Yes, he definitely seems interested.”

“There is nothing to do now but wait.”

“…which is when I picked up the vase of geraniums and smashed it on the guy’s head. No alien was about to take over my starship!” Chaka exhorted, and four people clapped. Baxter’s head bobbed all the way forward and he fell asleep.

“Yes, I’m glad we’re where the action is,” Browning sighed, leaning her head on Pogo’s shoulder.

“Believe me, I’m hopeful that I am wrong about this,” Pogo said, watching Chaka with great interest.



“I thought I’d find you here,” Plato said, walking up to join Sparks, who was looking out the window at the wormhole opening up, on the promenade’s second level.

“Beautiful sight,” Sparks said, as the blue anomaly plumed open, emitted several ships, and then winked closed. “Is everything all right with the conference?”

“That remains to be seen,” Plato said. “But Uncle…I mean Captain Baxter is taking necessary precautions. Even now, he’s planning strategies…I mean I just know he is.”

“I’m sure he is,” Sparks said, smiling and taking Plato’s hand. “You love Chaka, don’t you?”

“Well, yeah, I mean he’s been with me ever since I was a little kid…which, admittedly is only like two and a half years. Still…”

“He spent a lot of time with you while your mom and the others were gone back in time, didn’t he?” Sparks said.

“How did you know about that?”

“Word gets around during late nights at Mirk’s.”

“He’s always been there for me. I want to be there for him.”

“That’s sweet. But isn’t his session right now? Aren’t you missing it?”

Plato sat beside Sparks. “I left early to come find you.”

“That’s sweet, Plato.”

“Do you want to take a walk?”

“Yeah,” Sparks said, and took Plato’s hand, as he led her down along the promenade.



“…so as they say, when in Rome, do as they do in the Federation,” Chaka said, leaning on the podium and pointing at the slide up on the viewscreen. “If you have any questions, there’s my Federnet information. You can visit me on the Federnet at ‘Gardens by Chaka.’ You’ll see some very nice tips about how to get those pesky azaleas to bloom in an artificially oxygenated environment. Also, some fine tips on babysitting during an intergalactic crisis.”

The small crowd clapped semi-enthusiastically and Baxter snapped awake, joining in the clapping. In the back, Chaka noted that Browning looked on in concern, standing next to an equally concerned-looking redshirt ensign.

Baxter had quickly filled Chaka in as he prepped for his session, explaining that Odo was planning on making some sort of announcement about the Jem’Hadar during the afternoon plenary. Chaka wasn’t concerned. Odo was a good leader, and certainly anything he had in mind for the Dominion was all right with him.

As Chaka stepped down from the presentation dais, a tall, broad- bodied Jem’Hadar walked up to address him.

“Chaka’kan. What is your designation?”

“Pardon?”

“I am First Krotch’agard. And you are?”

“Well, I believe my session was the third session of this particular conference.”

The Jem’Hadar let out a long, measured breath. “I was referring to your rank in the Jem’Hadar guard.”

Chaka thought about that. “Well, I haven’t been part of the Jem’Hadar guard for some years now. As you may know, I was part of an experimental pod of good-tempered Jem’Hadar. Not long after I reached maturity, I was assigned to detached duty aboard USS Explorer. During my brief time in the guard, my rank was Fifteenth.”

“Fifteenth.” Karotch’agard shook his head. “Well, Fifteenth Chaka’kan, I too am part of an experimental breed of Jem’Hadar.”

“Really?” Chaka asked. “That’s excellent. Are you…‘nice’…too?”

Karotch’agard narrowed his eyes. “No.”

“Oh.”

“I will see you soon.” The Jem’Hadar bowed and turned, walking out of the session room.

“What was that all about?” Baxter said, rubbing his eyes and walking up to Chaka.

“I’m uncertain,” Chaka’kan said, pursing his lips with concern. “Did you enjoy the session?”

“Oh, yeah,” Baxter said. “It was a real eye-opener.”



Plato and Sparks found Mathers and Piper sitting at one of the tables in the converted cargo bay, which was the main gathering place for the conference. Attendees filtered in from both entrances, taking their seats for the lunch plenary.

“Have fun at the sessions?” Piper asked as Sparks and Plato sat down.

“We had a walk,” Plato said, looking to Sparks. “This station’s even bigger than it looks from the outside.”

“Indeed,” Piper said, not taking his eyes off Plato. “How about you, Nat? Did you enjoy yourself?”

“Yes,” Sparks said, smiling at Plato. “I’m learning a lot about the Dominion.”

“I got to try some Ketracel White at the nutritional session,” Mathers said. “It’s kind of chalky, flavorless…and I…” He looked down shamefully. “I threw up on Admiral Ross.”

“Well, we’re all having a good time then,” Piper said, staring at his plate. “I hear they’re serving New Orleans cuisine in honor of Captain Sisko. Jambalaya!”

Mathers leaned back and rubbed his stomach. “Not sure I can handle that.”

Plato tapped his foot nervously. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

“Relax,” Sparks said. “Pogo said the announcement wouldn’t come until the afternoon plenary.”

“Save us a seat?” Captain Baxter asked, approaching with Chaka and Browning, who was carrying a very stylish purse.

“Of course, Captain,” Piper said, standing. “Please join us.”

“Oh, now, don’t make a fuss. I’m just like all of you. Just with a lot more rank, experience, and a ship of my own to command.”

“And a propensity for sleeping in workshops,” Browning said, nudging Baxter’s side as the two sat. “Did anyone attend the nutritional session?”

“Mathers did. He threw up,” Piper said with a laugh.

“Some assistant counselor you are,” Mathers muttered, laying his head down on the table.

“Speaking of counselors, where’s Counselor Peterman?” Sparks asked.

“She had to go back to the Explorer on some…business…” Baxter said, glancing at the padd on the table that listed the lunch menu. “So what’s good…ooh, etouffee!”

“Really?” Browning asked, her eyes widening excitedly. Suddenly, her purse tightened on her shoulder. “What? Would you stop being so…grabby? I thought we talked about this last night.”

Baxter looked at her. “Janice?”

“Nothing. Pogo’s just…” Browning turned and saw Odo and the Jem’Hadar, Karotch’agard, stepping onto the dais at the front of the room. “Trying to tell me something, apparently.”

“This is it,” Baxter said. “Isn’t it?”

“Not necessarily,” Browning said. “This could just be an agenda update.”

“Friends, allies,” Odo said, looking out at the gathered crowd. “Diplomats, military officers, scientists. Humans, Vulcans, Vorta, and yes…” He looked at Karotch’agard. “Jem’Hadar.”

He had everyone’s attention now, and he continued. “Thank you for joining us at this unprecedented gathering. You all represent the best intentions and best potential of the Federation and the Dominion. We have an opportunity here to begin to heal all of the wounds incurred by each of us during the long and arduous conflict of six years ago.”

“Boy he knows how to rub it in,” Baxter said. “If I could go back in time, I’d gladly take the Explorer into battle and face the…”

“Please don’t talk about going back in time,” Browning sighed.

“It’s fitting that we have this occasion to make an important announcement about a time of great change in the Dominion. It’s clear to me that, in order to move forward into a prosperous future, we must rethink the role of the Jem’Hadar in our society. We have to give them the same chance to divine their future that we all take for granted.”

“So far so good,” Chaka offered.

“Maybe I’ll just have a little jambalaya,” Mathers mused, looking over the menu. “And perhaps some sausage…”

“To that end,” Odo continued. “We have selected one Jem’Hadar to represent his kind and help us govern. Along with our Vorta spokesperson, this individual will help us make decisions for the betterment of all Jem’Hadar, and the Dominion in general. This represents our first attempt at…” He paused for emphasis. “Democracy.”

The crowd, Dominion and Federation alike, erupted into applause.

The only quiet table was that of the Explorer crew.

“That’s it?” Baxter asked.

“Not so bad,” Browning said.

“I’ll now give our Jem’Hadar representative, Karotch’agard, a moment to outline his goals for the future of his people.”

“Thank you, Odo,” Karotch’agard said, taking the podium. “Ladies, gentlemen, assorted species. It gives me great pleasure to be selected to help the Jem’Hadar determine their future. Together, we can be a useful part of the Dominion. For the first time in literally thousands of years, the Jem’Hadar will now decide their own destiny.”

“Finally,” Chaka said. “How exciting!”

“The Dominion has endured much tumult in recent years. It’s my duty to reverse some of that tumult. To heal the Jem’Hadar and make them whole again. Stronger, united, and alike in purpose.”

Watching from just offstage, Odo cocked his head at that, and turned to face Karotch’agard.

“Some have tried to divide us. Some have sought to create impure, weak and misguided creatures that call themselves Jem’Hadar, but resemble no Jem’Hadar I know.”

“I had no idea,” Chaka said. “Who is he talking about?”

“I think I know,” Browning said softly, hoping she was wrong.

“As my first order of business,” Karotch-agard continued, “effective immediately, I hearby recall all of the so-called ‘nice’ Jem’Hadar, for immediate neuro-stabilization treatments to reverse the damage done by reckless and savage experimentation.” He glowered from the podium, and pointed out at the audience like death itself. “Starting with…him.”

A chorus of murmurs filled the room, as all heads turned to face Chaka’kan, whose eyes widened with shock.

“What? Me?”

Captain Baxter stood up. “Baxter to Explorer. Prepare for immediate departure. Lock on to all of our people on DS-Nine and transport when ready.”

After a short pause, Richards responded. “Come again?”

“You heard me. We’ve outworn our welcome here and there’s a crazy Jem’Hadar who wants to brainwash Chaka.”

Admiral Ross made his way to the podium. Odo approached Karotch’agard, and gently nudged him from the podium.

“Uh, I think what Karotch’agard means is that we will carefully consider all viewpoints, and make a collective decision that benefits all..”

“NO!” Karotch’agard bellowed. “We will be made whole again! We will remove the awful and destructive influence of this garderner…this…BABYSITTER!”

Chaka backed toward the door. “Perhaps this is a good time for me to leave…”

“I knew it!” Browning’s purse screamed, and leapt from her shoulder, shimmering and oozing into the form of Pogo. “You have unleashed a radical and unstable force of Jem’Hadar on the entire Dominion, maybe the whole

quadrant!”

“You are not on our registration list,” Odo said curtly. “Why must you always go where you’re not invited, Pogo?”

Starfleet officers began to take their places around the room. Likewise, a battalion of Jem’Hadar swarmed in front of the stage, weapons out.

“Everyone stop!” General Kira said, rushing the podium, as Admiral Ross held up his hands and barked instructions at the Starfleet security force. “This is not the idea of this conference. We’re supposed to be exchanging ideas, not weapons fire!”

“Richards to Baxter,” chirped the Captain’s combadge.

“Tell me you’re ready for transport,” Baxter said eagerly, surveying the situation.

“Um, no. They’ve erected a jamming field around the station.”

“Who’s ‘they’?”

“It’s coming from one of the Jem’Hadar ships. Should we try to break through it?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, backing toward the door. He looked at his officers. “Meanwhile, let’s find a place to be that’s anywhere but here.”

“This wasn’t my intention!” Odo called out, but could barely be heard over the din of the crowd. Karotch’agard meanwhile moved through the audience toward Chaka, his jaw set grimly.

“Surrender yourself, Fifteenth Chaka’kan.”

“Never,” Chaka said. “I will babysit until I take my last breath.”

“Don’t make this difficult,” Karotch’agard said. “Do not dishonor yourself further by groveling.”

“Stop!” Plato said, moving in front of Chaka. “I’m a Founder and I order you to stop!”

Karotch’agard stopped and looked at Plato. “Historically, the Jem’Hadar have served the Founders in all things.”

“Darn right,” Plato said, smiling.

He shoved Plato aside like he weighed nothing, knocking him to the floor. “Not anymore.” He turned to Chaka. “Now surrender yourself, or die.”

“Get out of here, Chaka!” Plato called from the floor, as Browning and Sparks both rushed to his side.

Chaka looked from Plato, to Baxter, and glowered at Karotch’agard. “You don’t want them. You want me. So come,” he said, and turned to the exit, quickly shrouding.

“A chase. Excellent,” Karotch’agard said, and bolted toward the door, likewise shrouding.

“Not this again,” General Kira said, jogging toward Baxter.

“This has actually happened before?” Baxter asked, rubbing his head and looking to Plato to be sure he was all right.

“Nevermind,” Kira said. She turned to a Bajoran officer. “Lieutenant, I want you to canvass the station. If they’re going to fight, they’ll have to deshroud, and I want them neutralized before they do any damage…to themselves, or anyone else.”

“And by neutralize, you mean…a gentle stun, right?” Baxter asked, moving next to Kira.

“Of course,” Kira said.

“You can do whatever you want to the other guy,” Plato said, pushing Browning and Sparks aside and stalking up to Kira. “But don’t…hurt…Chaka.”

“We’ll, uh, do what we can.”

The crowd milled around, shouting amongst themselves, as Odo emerged, glowering at Pogo, who was quickly surrounded by Jem’Hadar.

“Nobody invited you,” Odo said. “Nobody ever does, but you come anyway.”

“I’m the one who warned the Explorer people that this was about to happen, while you sat by and LET it happen,” Pogo said, staring derisively at the Jem’Hadar surrounding him.

“Don’t touch him!” Browning said, looking to Baxter. “Pogo requests asylum aboard the Explorer. Doesn’t he?” She looked to Pogo. “Don’t you?”

Pogo silently moved his mouth, looking from the Jem’Hadar, to Odo, to Baxter and Browning.

“Sure, I…” Baxter said, looking peaked as Admiral Ross jogged up.

“Don’t say a thing,” Ross said. “We need to sort this out. The last thing we need is a diplomatic incident between…”

“Does anyone care that those two Jem’Hadar are out there trying to kill each other?” Plato asked, pointing. “Isn’t someone going to do something?”

“They are,” Baxter said, putting a hand on Plato’s shoulder. “Meanwhile, the adults have to sort some things out.”

“I am an adult.”

He glanced up at Kira, Odo, and Ross. “Plato, I’m not sure even I qualify as an adult in this particular conversation.”



Quark dusted off one of the upper-level tables in his bar, whistling to himself. War was good for business, yes, but so was peace. So far, this conference was proving very profitable. The Vorta had absolutely no instincts for gambling.

He was calculating his profit margins when a stiff breeze blew by him.

Then another one.

“That’s odd,” he said, glancing around. “Broik? Fej?”

Just then, two Jem’Hadar deshrouded right in the middle of his upper level and glowered at each other, hands raised in a traditional battle stance.

“Boys…let’s not do anything rash here…” Quark said, holding up his hands. “We don’t want any trouble.”

“You will not have any trouble,” Karotch’agard said, advancing on Chaka’kan. “Will he?”

“I suppose that is up to you,” Chaka said. “Mister Quark, you should depart the premises immediately.”

“This is my bar,” Quark said. “I’m not going anywhere. The two of you, on the other hand…”

Karotch’agard took advantage of Chaka’s momentarily split concentration and launched himself at the ‘nice’ Jem’Hadar, knocking him against the upper level railing.

“Stop!” Quark ordered.

“I don’t think he’s listening,” Chaka groaned as Karotch’agard drew his blade and slashed at him. Chaka reached up, planted a foot in Karotch’agard’s midsection and flipped him end-over-end, and he fell down to the first level, landing with a huge thud, in a heap on top of the Dabo table.

“Does this turn count?” Doctor Julian Bashir asked quizzically, backing away.

“Excuse me,” Chaka said politely, planting a hand on the railing and leaping over it, landing next to the Dabo table. “Pardon me, Doctor,” he said to Bashir as Quark looked down on the action and the other patrons of his bar scattered for the exit.

Chaka grabbed Karotch’agard by the leg, yanking him off the table. Karotch’agard, for his part, planted his other foot in Chaka’s face, knocking him backwards against the bar and leaping on him. “Surrender yourself! Be one with the Jem’Hadar once more!”

“Never! I like babysitting!” Chaka protested, grabbing a glass and smashing it against Karotch’agard’s head.

“You are weak!” Karotch’agard replied, planting his forearm against Chaka’s throat.

“I…am…not…” Chaka growled, flipping Karotch’agard over his head and behind the bar, where he crashed into a shelf full of glasses. “I am the finest gardener in all the quadrant!”

“That…is…not…a worthy goal!” Karotch’agard shouted, grabbing Chaka by the neck and pulling him onto the bar, running him along its surface, smashing him into glasses and dishes.

Chaka flipped himself up over the bar and leapt on Karotch’agard. “You’d be surprised how pulling weeds comes in handy!” Chaka said, and ripped the white tubes right out of Karotch’agard’s neck.

“You’d be surprised how battle tactics come in handy,” Karotch’agard snarled as the white spurted out of his suddenly detached tubes. He jabbed a hand up into Chaka’s side. “Fall before me!”

“Acknowledge the honor of babysitting!” Chaka responded, and rolled Karotch’agard back over the bar, splaying him out on his back on the floor on the other side. He then leapt onto the bar and launched himself at the other Jem’Hadar, who quickly put a foot up, planting it in Chaka’s midsection.

“Relent,” Karotch’agard shouted, kicking Chaka over him and onto the floor beside him.

“Never!” Chaka said. “Babysitting is life!”

“You are absurd!”

“You are a tyrant!”

Chaka kicked Karotch’agard in the face and bolted up the spiral staircase toward the holosuites, shrouding on the way.

Karotch’agard wiped the blood from his mouth and snarled. “End game,” he muttered, and dashed up the staircase.



“Obviously, I’ve made a mistake,” Odo said, stairing out at the stars beyond the ward room window.

“Ya think?” Baxter asked.

“Why is he even at this meeting?” Kira asked, looking to Admiral Ross.

“This involves his crewman,” Ross said grudgingly.

“I’ve picked the wrong spokesman to represent the Jem’Hadar,” Odo said.

“Ya think?”

“Odo is doing the best that he can,” Kira said.

“You’re awfully eager to defend him,” said Baxter

“And what’s THAT supposed to mean?”

“Please,” Pogo said, stepping forward. He stopped immediately as his Jem’Hadar guards leveled their weapons at him. “Let’s not escalate this.”

“It’s already escalated,” Baxter said. “And it’s up to MY babysitter to stop it.”

“You really let a Jem’Hadar babysit your child?” Admiral Ross asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Jem’Hadar are capable of completing any task, no matter how idiotic,” one of the Jem’Hadar guarding Pogo barked.

“Let’s not argue the finer points of babysitting,” Odo said, shaking his head. “This was never my intention.”

“Ya…” Baxter began, but got a glare from Ross. “Ya know, I can see what you’re saying. I understand…and think we really have an opportunity to grow from this.”

Ross rolled his eyes.



Karotch’agard stalked down the hallway of holosuites. “Come out, Chaka! It does no one any good for you to cower for your life. You will not die; rather, you’ll be reborn, a new, proper Jem’Hadar.” He reared back and slammed into the first holosuite door, smashing it open, to reveal an empty swuite.

“Isn’t that what’s best for all of us?”

He continued down the hall, busting open the next two doors. Nothing but empty suites.

At the last door, he breathed heavily. “This is my last offer. Surrender yourself now, or forfeit your life. I will have no problem killing you, Chaka’kan.”

He punched the door, digging his fingers into its seam and shoving it open, stalking into…

…a living room.

Sunlight poured in through the windows. The room included a couch, chair, holoscreen. It appeared to be a domestic human household.

“How pathetic. Hiding within a computer program.” Karotch’agard shook his head. “I underestimated the extent to which your mind was altered. Obviously you and your ‘nice’ brethren are in need of even more help than I thought. Fear not, we’ll get you that…”

Crunch!

Karotch’agard looked down to see he’d stepped on something. A miniature Earth vehicle of some kind. He bent down and studied the vehicle. It was some sort of truck, but it was now smashed, its cargo section and passenger space completely caved in by his foot.

Before he could register surprise, a scream sounded throughout the house.

“You broke my toy! Why’d you break my toy? Huh?”

Karotch’agard turned, and came face to face with a small, brown- haired boy who launched himself at him, tackling him to the floor.

“Bad man breaks toys!” a pair of little girls called out from the door on the other side of the room, and they ran at Karotch’agard, tackling him.

“Let’s watch Blue Andorie and the Andorites!” another little girl called out, twirling into the room in a ballerina outfit. “That’ll be fun!”

The holoscreen came to life with a Andorian music trio, who seemed hell-bent on singing about sharing and caring. The lyrics of the song pierced Karotch’agard’s ears, as pairs of hands pummeled him, and more kids poured in. There were at least a dozen of the little creatures now!

Karotch’agard struggled to stand, but the kids kept piling on as the music of Andorie and the Andorites roared on like an extended spaceship implosion:

“Sharing is caring, and caring is why

We share and share, and share till we die

Yes and while we die with honor

We also humbly believe

That sharing is caring

And when you share, you share with glee!

Share with glee!

Share with glee!

Share with glee!”

“Andorie!” the kids shouted, dancing and singing, and kicking pretty much every square inch of Karotch’agard’s hide.

“Oh, there you are,” Chaka’kan said, emerging from the kitchen. He was sporting an apron and holding a frying pan. “I was just making some fried plantains for the kids. A little afternoon snack.”

He walked up to Karotch’agard, who just groaned as the kids mauled him.

“Help…me…”

“Will you be joining us?” Chaka asked, then reared back and slammed the frying pan down on Karotch’agard’s head, knocking him blissfully unconscious. “Guess that’s a ‘no.’”



“That’s one hell of a babysitter,” Admiral Ross surmised, looking at Chaka’kan’s after-action report, as Odo stood at the other end of the table in the ward room, Kira sitting beside him.

“The Jem’Hadar are…bred to be resourceful,” Odo said flatly, his eyes distant. “Even the ‘nice’ ones.”

“You should see Quark’s bill for the damage to his bar,” Kira said.

“The fact remains, you have some decisions to make about the direction of the Dominion,” Ross said, looking up to Odo. “The Jem’Hadar are a potentially deadly element that could rise up against you. It would seem, in this case, that the Jem’Hadar could stand to, uh, try a little tenderness.”

“Do not make this any worse than it has to be,” Odo said, glowering at the floor.

“He makes a good point, Odo,” Kira said. “You need some help repairing divisions among the Jem’Hadar. Teach them that there are other ways to channel their aggression.”

Captain Baxter turned from his spot next to the long row of windows, overlooking the space outside the station. “Might I make a suggestion?”

“Who let him into this meeting?” Ross asked one of his aides in a low voice.



“A few bumps and bruises, but he’ll be fine,” Dr. Julian Bashir said, stepping into the waiting room in the Infirmary, as Peterman, Browning, and Plato, and Sparks paced outside. As soon as the crisis was over, Peterman and Steffie had returned to DS-Nine, taking Mathers and Piper with them.

Chaka stepped up behind Bashir. “It will take more than one nasty Jem’Hadar to knock me down,” he said. “Although, truthfully, two would probably do the trick.”

“Chaka!” Plato said, running to the Jem’Hadar and wrapping him in a tight hug.

“Someone else wants to see you,” Peterman said with a smile, as Steffie ducked out from behind her legs and charged Chaka’kan, leaping into his arms.

“Chaka! Let’s go plant flowers!” she squealed.

“In a bit,” Chaka said, as Steffie nuzzled him.

“Good to see you again, Counselor,” Dr. Bashir said, nodding at Peterman.

Peterman’s eyes brightened and she felt color flood to her cheeks. “Well, Julian, er, Doctor, it’s nice to see you again too…”

“We HAVE to get going,” Browning said, taking Peterman by the arm and tugging her out of the Infirmary. She gave a little squeak as she glanced back at Bashir one more time.

As soon as they exited the Infirmary, they came face to face with Baxter, who looked immediately to Chaka. “Can we talk for a minute?”



“You can see the Explorer from here,” Chaka said, stepping out to the upper Promenade, with Baxter behind him. This time of day it was a quiet spot, with very few of DS9’s denizens passing by.

“Yes, it looks almost small up there on the upper pylon,” Baxter said, moving up next to Chaka and staring out the window. “But she’s a hell of a ship.”

“A graceful beauty,” Chaka said. “It’s a pleasure to call her home.”

“She’s not really your home though, is she?” Baxter asked, turning to face Chaka. “You belong in the Gamma Quadrant.”

“At one time that may have been true, but much has changed,” Chaka said. “Today’s events prove that. The Dominion does not want me, or any of the other misfit Jem’Hadar in its ranks.”

“Funny you should mention that,” Baxter said, resting his hands on the railing. “Because I just spoke with Odo, and he wants you to be the new Jem’Hadar representative.”

Chaka turned. “What?”

Baxter nodded. “He’s convinced the old ways aren’t working anymore, and that as long as the Jem’Hadar are deadset on battle and conquest, they’ll continue to lose pace with a Dominion that’s changing fast. He wants you to help them find a new way. He wants you to be their…” Baxter shrugged. “Emissary.”

“That’s…” Chaka turned away. “The job of a diplomat. A politician. Someone else. I’m merely a babysitter, Captain.”

“Yes, but you weren’t a babysitter until you became one for us. You can do the same back in the Dominion. You can redefine yourself. And you can save your people.”

Several silent moments passed. The wormhole blossomed open, a few ships went in, and it closed. Chaka turned to Baxter. “You need a good babysitter, sir,” Chaka said.

Baxter nodded. “Yes, I do.” He worked his jaw back and forth thoughtfully. “But the Dominion needs you more.”

Chaka took all that in, and looked back again out the oval window. “Do you think…do you think it’s possible?”

Baxter smiled. “In my time on the Explorer, I’ve learned that just about anything is possible.”



“It’s the accent,” Peterman standing with Baxter, Browning, Plato, Sparks and Steffie outside of the airlock leading to the docking ring. “It gets me every time. That guy could read an excerpt from Memory Alpha, and I’d listen.”

“So I’ve heard,” Baxter said. “Numerous times.”

“Every woman deserves a little fantasy,” Peterman said with an impish grin.

“You can say that again,” Browning said thoughtfully.

Sparks just reached out and took Plato’s hand. “You know, Plato, I think I understand you a little better, now.”

“Really?” Plato asked. “How’s that?”

“I honestly don’t know.” She squeezed his hand tighter, and it melted a bit against her own hand as he held on. “Chaka was with you during your formative years, and the way you stood up for him today, the way you stood on your own…”

“I’d stand up for you that way too,” Plato said softly.

“Yes. That’s it,” Sparks said, and leaned in, kissing Plato on the cheek, catching a gaze of extreme interest from Browning.

“I still can’t believe this is happening,” Peterman said, and stroked Steffie’s hair. “What are we going to do for a babysitter?”

“I’d love to chat about it, but then we’d have to interrupt the Julian Bashir love-fest,” Baxter muttered. “You know, you’re married to him in a parallel universe. That should be good enough. In this universe, you’re all mine, and Doctor Bashir can kiss my…”

“Captain,” Pogo said, picking up step next to Baxter, with Chaka’kan at his side.

“Why, Pogo…it’s nice to see you, well, anywhere outside a brig,” Baxter said. “And not disguised as a purse.”

“Pogo?” Browning asked, walking up to join the Changeling, as Chaka knelt down to hug Steffie, and Plato came over to pat him on the back.

“Special Adviser for Alpha Quadrant Affairs,” Pogo said to Browning, raising his chin. “Sounds…important, doesn’t it?”

“Andy, did you know about this?” Browning asked, looking back at Baxter.

“It’s better than a Dominion prison colony,” Baxter said.

“I’d think after all this time fighting the establishment, you’d be reluctant to join it,” Peterman said.

“Most agitators are just cabinet members who haven’t been hired yet, Counselor,” Pogo said. “I have a real chance to make a difference with Odo’s administration, along with the other ‘nice’ Jem’Hadar, and, of course, their Representative.” He smiled at Chaka, then turned to Browning. “And I get to rejoin the Great Link, too, which will be nice, after so many years…”

“Yeah. Nice,” Browning mumbled, leaning on Pogo’s shoulder.

As the group chatted in low tones about recent events, Baxter caught a glance of a petite, waifish looking woman with short-clipped hair, walking by. “Hey…who’s that?”

“I think that’s Ezri Dax,” Peterman said. “I hear she and Julian have quite a…hey…quit looking!” she snapped, popping Baxter on the back of his head.

Baxter rubbed his head. “Well, now you know how I feel.”

Just then, Odo stepped up, flanked by Admiral Ross and General Kira.

“It’s done,” Odo said. “The details have been worked out. Pogo and Chaka’kan, along with the other ‘nice’ Jem’Hadar, will join us in creating a new future for the Jem’Hadar, and for all of the Dominion.”

“And I don’t suppose there’s any way for Chaka to do that from his cabin on the Explorer?” Peterman asked, looking to Baxter.

Baxter looked at Chaka and took a deep breath. “I’m afraid not.”

“I’ll…just get my things,” Chaka said, ducking toward the airlock.

“I’ll contact the other ‘nice’ Jem’Hadar,” Pogo said. “Let them know they can come out of hiding.”

“I’ll show you to a comm terminal,” General Kira said.

“Oh, General,” Baxter said, waving to Kira.

The Bajoran fixed a glare on him. “What.”

“Well, we helped solidify relations with the Dominion, and came up with a way for Odo to improve his government. Seems to me like the Explorer has finally played a significant role in this whole Dominion thing.”

Kira sighed. “And?”

“Oh, nothing. Just…you’re welcome!” he smiled and waved.

“Make sure your ship doesn’t leave without you,” Kira said, and turned. “Mister Pogo…”

“Thank you, General,” Pogo said. “And while I have you for a moment…I understand Odo was Constable for many years here. Perhaps you can tell me a bit about what that’s like…a Changeling serving as security chief on a distant outpost like this. It sounds…intriguing.”

Browning watched Pogo go, shaking her head. “So much for…that.”

“That?” Baxter asked. “What do you mean?”

“Just thinking about how far away the Gamma Quadrant is,” Browning said with a sigh, watching as Plato and Sparks walked ahead of her, arm in arm.

“I was thinking the same thing,” Plato said, looking up at Chaka, as he and Sparks followed him into the airlock.

“Any ideas on a new babysitter?” Baxter asked.

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Peterman said.



“How do you like that,” Mirk said, stepping up behind the bar in the Constellation Club, tossing a towel over his shoulder and pulling out a padd of drink specials.

Hartley was sitting at the bar, waiting for him, as she always did after her shift. “What?” she asked, absently looking over his shoulder at the specials. “Ew…Avocado Margarita? Really?”

“I just talked to Counselor Peterman. She asked if I would babysit Steffie. Apparently, we got good reviews from the time when we took care of Plato, when the captain and the others were tossed back in time.”

“He ended up having a crush on me and I ended up wanting to get pregnant.”

“Well, he came through it in one piece…and he passed triognometry,” Mirk said. “So…I accepted. I’m free during the days anyway.”

“You really want to do this?”

“It’ll be fun. You know, practice for when we…um…”

“So we’re talking about that again?” Hartley asked, smiling up at Mirk.

“Possibilities are endless,” Mirk said, leaning on the bar toward Hartley.

“And how am I supposed to know my kid won’t end up being able to fly and bend metal objects with his mind?”

“I expect our kid to be able to bend all kinds of objects with his mind…” He kissed Hartley on the forehead. “Or her mind…”

Hartley smiled and moved up to kiss Mirk on the lips. “I love you, you know.”

“I love you too, fruit basket.”

Hartley slid her arms around Mirk and hugged him, then glanced at the chronometer. “We’d better get going. We have a date, buster…”

“It’s funny what we’re calling a date nowadays,” Mirk said with a grin, stepping out from behind the bar.



“Imhala, there are three more containers…” Browning said, pointing to her head (and really, only) server, who scooped up the three small containers from the table and carried them out of Space Tastes as Browning punched a control, dimming the lights in the restaurant.

“Busy day?” a voice asked from the doorway as Imhala pushed past.

“I’m afraid we’re closed today,” Browning said, turning. “You can come back tomor…” She blinked. “Pogo. I almost didn’t recognize you without the…purse straps.”

“You didn’t think I’d leave things like that, did you?” Pogo asked, raising a non-existent eyebrow.

“Honestly, I don’t know you well enough to know for sure,” Browning said. “But I guess we’ll never get the chance to get to know each other any better, will we?”

Pogo crossed the distance between him and Browning and took her hands. “You know, Janice, there’s this wonderful thing, hanging in space beside Deep Space Nine, in the Denorious Belt. It’s called a wormhole, you see. It connects the Alpha and Gamma Quadrants. Dozens of ships pass through it every day. They even have a transmitter set up, so signals can pass back and forth…”

Browning rolled her eyes self-consciously. “I knew all that, Pogo.”

“Well then you know this is not goodbye for good,” Pogo said. “We’ll stay in touch.”

“You sure about that?”

“As sure as I am of anything,” he said, and kissed her gently on the lips. “I promise, this isn’t the end of our story. Just…the beginning of a new chapter.”

“I’m going to hold you to that,” Browning said softly. She sighed. “I guess it’s some consolation that my son has perhaps found the first love of his life.”

“The first?”

“You just never know,” Browning said with an optimistic glint in her eye as she smiled at Pogo. They stood in silence for a good, long minute.

“I’ve got to go now,” Pogo said.

“Me too,” Browning said.

“But one more kiss won’t hurt, will it?”

“’Spose not…” Browning said, and leaned forward, kissing Pogo again. She slipped an arm around him and held him tight. “Don’t ever change, okay?”

“I’m a Changeling.”

“I know,” Browning said, and hugged him tighter.



“Thank you for making this a simple departure, Captain,” Chaka said, emerging from the turbolift with Baxter, a small duffel on his shoulder. Nearly four years on the Explorer, and he’d barely filled one bag. Then again, Jem’Hadar weren’t much for keepsakes.

“I knew you wouldn’t want any pomp…whatever pomp is,” Baxter said, putting a hand on Chaka’s shoulder. “I can’t tell you how much we’ll miss you. And I know my daughter will miss you even more.”

“You have a fine child, Captain,” Chaka said. “It has been a pleasure babysitting Steffie, and Plato.”

“You’re a fine babysitter, Chaka.”

“And the Explorer, and her crew, are…”

“Fine,” Baxter said, with a laugh. “We’re all fine.”

“Indeed.”

“Oh,” Baxter said, stopping short and turning to a set of double doors. “I wanted to check on something in the arboretum before we leave. Do you have a moment?”

“Of course.”

He keyed the doors open, and led Chaka in.

The arboretum lit up as fireworks shot into the air, illuminating the huge room’s high ceiling.

More lights came on, and Chaka saw that the massive chamber was ringed with tiki torches, and filled with what had to be half the Explorer crew, eating and talking as a rich mix of island-style music played in the background.

“I may have lied a bit about the simple departure,” Baxter said with a laugh, and ushered Chaka’kan in. “You can thank Janice for the catering…”

Chaka walked into the midst of the crowd, his mouth gaping, and turned to Baxter. “What is this, Captain?”

“Welcome to the Chaka’kan Horticultural Center and Arboretum,” Baxter said with a broad smile. “Although we’ll probably end up just calling it the…Chaka.”

Chaka nodded a greeting at the senior staff, who came up to join Baxter.

“You’ll be missed,” Browning said, and Baxter noted she seemed especially choked up. Was that all about Chaka? She leaned up and kissed the Jem’Hadar on the cheek.

“Try the crab balls,” she whispered. “They’re great.”

“To the best babysitter in all the quadrant,” Peterman said, and clapped. “Or any other quadrant for that matter!”

Baxter, Browning, Richards, Hartley, Tilleran, J’hana and Mirk, along with Sparks, Mathers and Piper, all joined in the applause, as Steffie and Plato rushed up to hug the Jem’Hadar goodbye. Chaka looked around at the crew, overcome with an emotion that did not immediately make sense to him.

Pretty soon, everyone was clapping, until the applause drowned out everything else, even the music. To be sure, no other Jem’Hadar had ever felt what Chaka’kan was feeling now.

But that would change.



THE END.



NEXT:



When the Explorer sets course for a distant resort world, all seems sunny and bright, but we know that can’t last for long. So what secret does this cushy vacation spot hold, and why is Mirk so interested in its proprietors?




Last Resort



Just stars.

Lieutenant Commander Ariel Tilleran stared over a cup of Betazoid Pleasures leaf tea, and studied the star charts on the viewscreen, trying to figure out what they all meant.

It was the usual maze of numbers, scan readouts, and other information on the sectors surrounding the Explorer, but on this particular morning, she didn’t particularly feel like looking at them. Were they supposed to align in a certain way? Were they supposed to tell her something? Although Tilleran possessed a terrific intellect, to say nothing of advanced telepathic abilities (and a certain knack for digging into other people’s business), she had no idea what the stars were supposed to tell her, other than that they were far apart, and far away. But beneath thoughts of stars, which usually comforted the Betazoid, something else simmered, just beneath the surface. An itch, so deep she could not possibly scratch it. A strange sensation that tugged her, invisibly toward…

“Ahoy, Commander! Guess who’s here!” a voice called out from the doorway to the lab.

Tilleran turned and put her teacup down, as dozens of star systems spun by on the spheroid wall behind her. “Mirk?”

The Maloxian nodded earnestly, carrying Steffie Baxter on his shoulder. “Yes. We formed a little away team and are exploring the…well, the Explorer!”

“Oh, great,” Tilleran said dryly. “Is there something I can do for you?”

“No, I just thought she’d enjoy seeing stellar cartography,” Mirk said.

“Planets!” Steffie squealed.

“Yes,” Mirk said, pointing at the screen. “Those are planets!” He inclined his head toward Tilleran. “They really are inquisitive at this age, aren’t they, Commander?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Tilleran said, and returned to her scans. “I’m…not so good… with kids.”

“Maybe you just haven’t had the right opportunity,” Mirk suggested. “If you like, Steffie can stay here a bit while I go make her lunch.”

“No!” Tilleran said quickly backing away. Then she softened. “I mean, I’d love to, normally, but the captain’s expecting these scans by this afternoon and I can’t let him down.”

“Of course,” Mirk said, as Steffie ran around the room, skipping about along the edge of the wall of star charts. He looked at Tilleran. “Are you all right, Commander?”

“What? Oh, I’m fine. Just been pulling some…long nights. You know how it is.”

“Oh, sure. I run a night club. It’s nothing but late nights.”

“And now you’re getting up early to take care of Steffie?” Tilleran asked, turning to Mirk.

“Well sure,” Mirk said. “It’s not like work to me. It’s fun. Truthfully, I think Megan and I are ready to talk about having children.”

Tilleran gave a small smile. “Really?”

“I think Megan’s excited about the idea, too. I mean, she’s been talking about it off and on since we took care of Plato last year.”

“She did enjoy that, didn’t she?”

“Not as much, apparently, as Plato did,” Mirk said, shaking his head.

“I heard about that,” Tilleran said, recalling the half-changeling boy’s obsession with Explorer’s chief engineer. “Well, boys will be…” Tilleran stopped mid-sentence as an unusual bleep sounded on her panel. She glanced up at the star charts. “That’s interesting.”

Mirk stepped up next to her. “What is it?”

“I’m getting a signal from the fourth planet in that system. The Retzin system.”

Mirk studied the star charts. While he was no Starfleet science officer, he’d put in a good amount of time as a freighter pilot and knew how to read stellar maps. “The Federation hasn’t cataloged that system yet.”

“No, they haven’t. It’s part of our mapping mission,” Tilleran said. “But this signal….it’s subspace. And I’m detecting warp traffic in the system…”

“Well, that’s great!” Mirk said, watching as Steffie knelt down and rolled on the floor, patting her hands on the star charts that floated by. “So what does the signal say?”

“I’ll bring it up,” Tilleran said, opening a comm window on the view wall and tapping at her panel.

“C’mere, Steffie, stop rolling on the ground…” Mirk chided, waving at Steffie to come over as an eager, high-pitched voice filled the room.

“Bored with space travel? Need a break? Well, then don’t we have a treat for you!”

Tilleran shook her head in disbelief, watching the talking figures on the screen as a panorama of beach games and delicious food scrolled by behind them. “We’ve been in deep space for three weeks, and the first intelligent signal we get is a…commercial.”

“Prepare yourself for the respite of a lifetime…” the voice continued, as Mirk turned to face the screen. “And set a course, at Warp Nine, for The Celestial Hotel!”

Mirk looked up at the figures on the screen and his mouth dropped open. “They’re…!”

“Mirk!” Steffie cried out with glee, pointing at the screen, at the two thin, thirty-something aliens with slightly freckled faces. “Two Mirks!”

Tilleran looked from the screen to Mirk and back again. “They’re Maloxians!”

“And they run a deep space hotel,” Mirk said.

“We’d better tell the captain.”

“We’re going to check this out, right?” Mirk asked, taking Steffie by the hand and following Tilleran to the door.

“Are you kidding?”



“So what have we got here?” Captain Andy Baxter asked, snacking on a banana as he sat at one end of the conference table, facing the commercial footage on the room’s view screen.

“Two Mirks!” Steffie called out happily from her seat at the other end of the table.

“She put it succinctly enough,” Tilleran said, standing at the front of the room and looking at the frozen image on the screen. “These do appear to be two Maloxian males.”

“Should Steffie really be at this meeting?” Peterman asked, from the other side of Baxter.

“Sorry,” Mirk said sheepishly, seated near the other end where Steffie was. “We were in a hurry and I didn’t have time to drop her off with Richard Simmons.”

“Just as well,” Baxter said. “He’s really starting to grate on her as she gets older and her tastes become more…sophisticated.” He sighed. “Still…can someone get her a high chair? She’s gonna hit her chin on the table or something. J’hana?”

At the middle of the table, J’hana turned toward Baxter, incredulous. “You must be kidding.”

“There’s one in the readyroom. In the cabinet under all the Dallas Cowboys crap,” Peterman said, pointing to the door.

“Memorabilia,” Baxter said.

“Crap,” Peterman said. “Thanks, J’hana!”

J’hana growled low and stared at the table.

Richards inclined his head toward the door. “C’mon, J’hana. The Captain gave you an order.”

“I will kill one of you in his sleep tonight. I’ll let you sweat over which one,” the Andorian said, and marched out of the room.

“Well then, let’s get back to the briefing,” Tilleran said, stifling a laugh as she turned back to the screen. “As I said, they do appear to be Maloxian.”

Baxter turned to Mirk. “Do you recognize them?”

“Nope,” Mirk said.

“Malox is a big world. Mirk didn’t meet all of them,” Hartley said, standing at the back of the room, leaning against the bulkhead. “Even if he did have an…” she smiled. “Engaging personality.”

“What do we know about Retzin?” Richards asked.

“Not much,” Tilleran said, pointing at a schematic of the planet in question. “There doesn’t seem to be much on the planet other than the ‘Celestial Hotel,’ and the hotel apparently cropped up about sixteen years ago, built by the Flornagor Corporation as part of a failed expansion effort into an area with little or no space traffic. Interestingly, business began to pick up substantially for the Celestial Hotel once the Maloxians arrived, about nine years ago.”

“Well, obviously we have to investigate,” Peterman said. “If for no other reason than to find out how these Maloxians made it all the way out here.”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Mirk asked. “The same way I did. Through the Juicy Portal of the Directors. The Bermuda Expanse.”

“Juicy juicy,” Peterman affirmed, bowing her head.

“Oh, stop,” Baxter said. “We stopped practicing Maloxitarianism three years ago.”

“I still sing some of the hymns in the shower,” Peterman said, blushing slightly.

“Well, while we try to get that mental imagery out of our minds,” Hartley asked. “Should I start our engines?”

“Sure,” Baxter said, standing. “We’re just doing a bunch of boring mapping stuff out here. We might was well see what this little resort has to offer.”

“You just want another vacation, don’t you, honey?” Peterman smirked.

“Investigation,” Baxter corrected. “And if we happen to drink a fruity drink while we’re down there, all the better.” He turned to Mirk. “And something tells me there will be no shortage of fruity drinks down there.”

“You can say that again,” Mirk said confidently.

“Then let’s get a move on,” Baxter said, heading for the door.

“Sir,” Richards said, holding up a hand. “I suggest we try to keep a low profile on this planet, at least until we figure out what the Maloxians are doing there.”

“You think there could be more going on here than meets the eye?” Baxter asked, turning.

“Just advising caution, Captain,” Richards said. “Small, discrete away team. We can beam in outside the resort and make as little noise as possible.”

“That may be hard to do if we bring J’hana,” Baxter said, rubbing her chin.

“We should probably park on the other side of the system’s sun,” Tilleran suggested.

“Agreed. So let’s change course and head to the Retzin system with all deliberate speed,” Baxter said. “And speaking of J’hana, where…”

Suddenly the door to the conference room opened and J’hana strode in with a high chair in tow. “There. I have your fwarking high chair. By the way, Counselor, it was not in the book case. It was in the cabinet behind the captain’s desk. Underneath his…spare trousers.” She grimaced and tossed the high chair on the table.

“Great. Thanks, J’hana,” Baxter said, heading to the door. “Unfortunately, we just finished our meeting, so we won’t be needing it. But I appreciate your effort.” He clapped J’hana on the shoulder and walked out.

Peterman walked over and scooped Steffie up. “Yeah, we’ve got to get to lunch anyway, right sweetie?”

“Lunch!” Steffie exclaimed, throwing her arms around Peterman.

“We should have just enough time before we reach the Retzin system to grab a bite ourselves,” Hartley suggested, hooking her arm around Mirk’s.

Soon Richards and J’hana were left alone in the conference room.

“I hate children,” J’hana muttered, turning a cold glare on Richards.

“You could hardly tell,” Richards said, leaning in and kissing J’hana on the cheek. He nodded at the high chair. “Now, you wanna go put this back where you found it?”

J’hana stared at him long and hard.

“Or I can…”



“Was it just me, or did you seem a little antsy in that meeting?” Mirk asked as he sat opposite Hartley in Space Tastes. He had an agreement with Janice Browning: He would eat as often as possible in Space Tastes, and she would drink as often as possible in the Constellation Club. It seemed to be a policy that worked for everybody.

“It was just you,” Hartley said, poking her fork around in her salad.

“You still seem antsy.”

She looked up at him, pointing with her fork. “Maybe I am. What do we know about these Maloxians, anyway? Just because you’re a great guy doesn’t mean they are.”

“The fact that they run a tropic resort speaks well of them, though,” Mirk said thoughtfully.

“Yeah, well, seems like most of the Maloxians we’ve met have actually stabbed us in the back. Come to think of it, you’re really the only truly decent Maloxian I know.”

“My dad isn’t such a bad guy.”

“He tried to blow up our ship and kill us all because he thought you were a demon.”

“Who knows, maybe I am,” Mirk said with a wink, then pointed with his sandwich. “Regardless, he had the courage of his convictions.”

“You’re a wonderful balance to my hatred and loathing, aren’t you?” Hartley said, leaning forward. “We’re going to make such good parents.”

“You’re serious about this thing then?”

“I am serious about talking about it,” Hartley said with a smile. “And that’s a good start, right?”

Mirk smiled and leaned in, kissing Hartley’s forehead. “That’s a wonderful start.”



Captain Baxter rounded the corner just as Richards did, from the opposite end of the corridor, and they both stood there, looking at each other across a ten-meter distance.

“Captain,” Richards said, straightening his uniform and approaching his commanding officer. “Ready to beam down?”

“Commander,” said Baxter, in shorts and a bright blue t-shirt.

Richards burst into laughter. “Aren’t those shorts a little…I don’t know…short?”

Baxter stared down at his legs. “Damn it. I told Yeoman Briggs they were too short. But he said that’s how people are wearing them now!” Baxter erupted, turning to face is approaching wife. “Kelly, I was right!”

“Oh hush,” Peterman said, emerging behind Baxter, slinging an arm around his waist. “You could stand to show some leg now and then.” She was wearing a flowing sarong that was, frankly, not as revealing as Baxter’s shorts.

“Speak for yourself,” Hartley said, replete in a lime tanktop and matching skirt, locked arm in arm with Mirk, who predictably, wore a bright tropical shirt and bermuda shorts.

“Nice…choice,” Mirk said with a nod.

“Yeah, whatever,” Baxter said, leaning close to Mirk and dropping his voice to a whisper. “Could you use your powers to lengthen my shorts?”

“I’m afraid my powers don’t extend to…haberdashery,” Mirk said. “Sorry, Captain.”

“Are you ready to beam down, or what?” Richards asked.

“Yes,” Baxter said. “And how kind of you to see us off.”

“It’s the least I could do, seeing as you wouldn’t let me come with you.”

“It’s not a vacation. It’s an exploratory mission.”

“Damn. I forgot to bring sunproofing,” Mirk said thoughtfully.

“I’ve got it,” Hartley said.

“Did anyone bring a schnargleball net?” Peterman asked.

“I’m sure they’ve got one down there, or something resembling it,” Hartley said. “Or, at the very least, volleyball.”

“Yeah, okay,” Richards said. “So enjoy your vacation.”

“Oh, don’t be that way,” Baxter said. “You can go on the next away mission.”

“Yeah, like maybe another ghost-ridden planet…”

“Captain’s prerogative,” Baxter said, and waited a beat. “Well, we’re off!”

“Don’t get sunburn!” Richards called after them as they ducked into the transporter room.



“You guys should decorate this place. You know, with posters and stuff,” Plato said, leaning back in a chair and looking around the cadets’ briefing room as Sparks, Mathers, and Piper huddled at their individual desktop terminals, reviewing their academy assignments.

“You’re technically not even supposed to be here, Plato,” Sparks whispered, leaning back from her panel and reaching a hand out to touch Plato’s. “Why don’t you head down to the arboretum while we finish up here, and I’ll meet you there in like half an hour.”

“Oh fine,” Plato said, pushing out of his chair. “You guys obviously have important cadet stuff to do. I’ll go.”

“Important is a relative term,” Mathers said, squinting at his terminal. “I’m still not sure what half these words mean.”

Sparks eased out of her chair and put her arms around Plato. “See you in a bit, sweetie. Find a secluded spot for us, okay?”

“Yeah, okay,” Plato said, kissing Sparks on the cheek. “See you soon, Nat.”

“You two seem to be doing better,” Piper observed as Sparks returned to her seat.

“We’ve hit a nice, normalized place, yes,” Sparks said, looking back at her panel.

“Have you talked about what you two are going to do when you leave?”

Sparks looked at Piper. “What?”

“Well, we’re due to head back to Starfleet Academy in a couple weeks, when the Explorer is finished its mapping mission. What are you going to do then?”

Sparks took a big clump of her long brown hair and pulled it over her shoulder, twisting it gently. “You know, I hadn’t really thought about it.”

“Don’t you think you should?”

“Well, we can’t very well have a subspace relationship. Those never work out…”



“Ahh…sun!” Captain Baxter exclaimed, as he stepped out onto the beach, breathing in the cool, salty air. “Sun, clear sky and…” He looked down. “And…blue sand?”

“Apparently,” Peterman said.

“Well, I guess that’ll do,” Baxter sighed. “But I tend to like my sand, you know, sand-colored.”

“You know,” Mirk said, picking up step behind Baxter. “Scientifically speaking, there’s actually only a small percentage of planets in the galaxy even capable of supporting humanoid life.”

“So I guess we’re lucky that we’re even breathing,” Hartley said, bringing up the rear. “Oh. Did someone remember to check that this was a breathable atmosphere?” Baxter asked.

“They wouldn’t have beamed us down if it wasn’t, dear,” Peterman chided Baxter.

“I knew that,” Baxter said. “I was just checking to see if you knew that.”

“Yeah, right.”

Mirk set off down the beach. “You guys claim a section of beach and set up. I’m off to find a fruity drink stand.”

“Thirsty?” Hartley asked.

“Thirsty for answers,” Mirk said. “Because where there’s fruit, there’s generally Maloxians.”

“Good luck!” Baxter said, and reached into Peterman’s bag for lotion. “Okay, honey…time to sunproof my back.”

Hartley groaned and headed toward the crashing surf, peeling her tanktop off and removing her skirt to reveal a sparse lime-colored bikini. “While you do that, I’m just going to jump in the water and see if I can find a big, nasty fish to eat me.”

“Huh,” Baxter said, watching Hartley wade into the water.

“What?” Peterman asked, reluctantly readying the sunproofing canister.

He narrowed his eyes with scientific interest. “Hartley has…well…woman parts.”

Peterman angled her neck and looked. “Wow. So she does. I’ve never seen her in anything but a uniform, and she’s usually covered in engine goo…”

“Go figure,” Baxter said

“Okay. Stop looking,” Peterman said, and popped Baxter across the back of the head with the canister of sunrpoofing.



“Ahoy and welcome,” the juice stand proprietor said, a green and yellow scaled Plelgian said. If the sign atop his stand was any indication, his name was Grazi. “Welcome to the fruitiest fruit stand on Retzin.”

“Yes, looks great. Wonderful variety. And the papayas look fresh.”

“The freshest,” Grazi said.

“You have a wonderful resort here,” Mirk said. “And wonderful fruit.”

“The fruit comes from all over the sector,” said Grazi. “And what about you, offworlder. Where do you come from?”

“A cargo ship, in port for just a couple days,” Mirk said. He leaned forward. “I was wondering. Have you seen others who look like me?”

“Smooth, pale-skinned and freckled?” The Plelgian wrinkled his stub of a nose. “Not many. Only two that I know of.”

“Two, you say,” Mirk said. “What are there names?”

“You really are new here,” the vendor said. “Everybody knows Pik and Mok.”

“Pik and Mok.” Mirk searched his memory, but the names didn’t sound vaguely familiar. “Can’t say I’ve heard of them.”

“Well, look no further. Here they come!” the Plelgian said, and pointed at the sky.

Mirk turned and looked up at the sky. Two aircraft were pulling banners behind them. The banners read: COME, ENJOY THE CELESTIAL HOTEL. SPECIAL OFF-SEA SERPENT SEASON RATES. ASK ABOUT OUR FRUIT COCKTAIL.

“I don’t see anything but those aircraft,” Mirk said.

Grazi laughed. “Those aren’t aircraft…”

The two shapes in the sky turned suddenly and streaked down toward the beach. Mirk backed up, his mouth gaping wide.

“Holy gourds!” Mirk cried out.

The two shapes grew closer, and Mirk soon realized they were the two Maloxians he was looking for. Flying.

They were even more like him than he’d thought.



“Penny for your thoughts,” Plato asked, looking up at the stars outside the massive arboretum viewports as he and Nat Sparks lay on their backs, surrounded by gardenias.

“What’s that?” Nat asked, turning to look at him.

“I don’t know. It’s just something people say.”

“You want to buy my thoughts? Why would you do that?”

Plato shrugged. “I think people say it when they want to know what’s on a person’s mind.”

“Oh,” Sparks said. “In that case, I…” She turned and looked at Plato. “You know, I’m leaving in two weeks, right?”

Plato nodded. “Yeah.”

Sparks turned back to the viewports. “So you understand what that means for us…”

Plato turned and leaned on his elbow. “We can speak by subspace every day. And the Explorer goes to Earth every now and then…” He paused, rubbing his chin. “Of course, horrible things seem to happen every time they do that. Still…”

“Plato, a long distance relationship isn’t the answer.”

“Then you want to quit Starfleet Academy and stay here?” Plato asked hopefully.

Sparks stared at him. “Plato, I…”

“Or I could come with you,” he said, leaning in and pulling her against his chest. “I could stow aboard your transport, then sneak into your room at the academy. I can’t turn into any animal or object I want like most changelings, but I can camouflage myself pretty well. I’ll bet with a little concentration I can become an odd, ornamental lamp…”

Sparks leaned back against Plato and pulled his arm around her. “That’s sweet, Plato, but it’s not very practical.”

“So…where does that leave us?” Plato asked, turning Sparks’ chin so she was facing him.

“Having the two best weeks of our lives, and then…”

Plato leaned up, staring down at Sparks, shock plain on his face. “And then just end it? Just like that?”

Sparks leaned up. “Plato…”

“Maybe you can take the gardenias with you when you leave,” he said, and ran for the door.

“Plato!” Sparks called out, standing up. But he was gone.



“Two jashlaya smoothies,” one of the Maloxians said, walking past Mirk and stepping up to the fruity drink stand.

“Coming right up,” Grazi said, and turned to fill two mugs with the fruity beverage.

Mirk walked up behind the two Maloxians. “You’re Pik and Mok?”

“Yes,” one of the Maloxians, rail thin and angular, said, turning and staring at Mirk. “And you are…” He looked at Mirk for a moment, his eyes widening. “Maloxian!”

Doctor Wilcox was supposed to hide his freckles. Great job she did of it, Mirk thought.

The other Maloxian turned toward Mirk, incredulous. He was broader of build, but shorter. “By the Directors! You’re…you’re…”

“Maloxian,” Grazi said. “Yes, we’ve all pretty much established that.”

“I’m Pik,” the skinny one said, and reached forward, grabbing Mirk in a hug.

The other one, ostensibly Mok, leaned in and threw his arms around Pik and Mirk. “Brother!”

“Not exactly,” Mirk choked out, gently pulling free of the tangle of arms. “You’re right on one count. I’m from Malox.”

“And how in the fruit pits did you get here?” asked Mok.

Mirk shrugged, not wanting to give away more than was absolutely necessary. “Same way you did, I imagine. The Great Portal of the Directors. The Crebius Cluster.”

“We must speak, and drink of fruit!” Pik announced, throwing an arm around Mirk. “This is a joyous time!”

“Well, if you insist…” Mirk said, and glanced back at the beach. Baxter was asleep on his towel, while Peterman sat next to him intent on her padd. Hartley was back-stroking in the rather immense orange sea, splashing among the other resort-goers.

Mirk decided he would find out what he could about these Maloxians, then get back to the others. No sense getting them involved until he knew what was what.



“Plato, dear, you’ve got to eat something,” Browning said, standing outside the door to Plato’s bedroom.

“I don’t want any. Go away,” he called from within.

“But it’s your favorite! Green bean casserole with spaghetti!”

“I don’t want any. Feed it to Aunt Kelly’s llama!”

“Well, that’s a decent idea,” Browning said, staring at the bowl of delicious casserole/pasta goodness. “But I’d rather give it to you.”

“Come back later.”

“Okay,” Browning said. “Fair enough.” She stood a moment outside Plato’s door, tapping her foot. “Okay. It’s later. Are you ready to eat yet?”

“MOM!” Plato called out. “Go away!”

“Fine,” Browning sighed, and turned back toward the kitchenette. “I’ll be right out here if you change your mind.”

Browning sat down at her kitchen table and put the bowl down in front of her. She didn’t know what was wrong with Plato, but she knew it had to do something with Sparks.

Fact was, the ship’s counselor was down on the planet, and Browning wasn’t about to broach this subject with the assistant ship’s counselor, who was a Starfleet cadet as well as a friend of Sparks’.

Browning would have to solve this one herself.



“…engines and shields were gone,” Mok said, sipping his beverage and staring out over the broad, orange and blue landscape of Retzin. The Maloxians’ suite was huge, and on the resort’s top floor. The view from their balcony was breathtaking, and Mirk guessed, expensive. There were worse ways to make a living than running a resort, Mirk thought.

“Yeah,” Pik said, settling into the seat opposite Mok, and next to Mirk at the ornate glass balcony table. “We floated dead in space for days. We figured the Sulani would come after us, sooner or later.”

“Or we’d be eaten by the Flarn,” Mok said.

“And that was nine years ago,” Mirk said, staring into his cup. “About two years before I came over.”

“We were fourteen,” Pik said. “An excellent age for Maloxian scavengers.”

“No doubt,” Mirk said. “So how did you make it all the way out here?”

“We were picked up by a Plelgian vessel on their way back to this sector,” said Mok.

“They were delivering supplies to the resort, which wasn’t doing terribly well,” Pik said.

“It stunk like rotting guava,” Mok said. “But of course that changed once we got here and began revamping their entire entertainment and service operation.”

“The Flornagor Corporation has many faults, but it knows talent when it sees it,” Pik said.

“We quickly rose through the ranks,” intoned Mok. “Suddenly we were running the place.”

“We’re clever,” Mok winked. “As are you, obviously, to be running your own club!”

“It’s a nice little establishment,” Mirk said. He hadn’t told them much, but the competitive spirit in him couldn’t resist sharing that he too was involved in the service industry. Not quite on the scale of these two, but not too shabby.

“So why don’t we talk about the kumquat in the room,” Pik said.

“I’m sorry?” Mirk wasn’t used to using his people’s vernacular so much. He found it oddly comforting.

“Obviously, you noticed our…” Pik began.

“We fly around!” Mok announced.

Mirk cocked his head. “Oh. Come to think of it, I did notice a certain amount of…airborne-ness.”

“Well, we’re here to tell you that the rumors you heard growing up were true,” Pik said. “We are living proof that a select, chosen few of us have powers beyond measure!”

“No kidding,” Mirk said flatly, staring out at the setting Retzin suns.

“I’m sure you have questions,” Pik said, edging forward to face Mirk. “Perhaps you even wonder if you’re capable of such amazing feats!”

“We can do more than fly, too,” Mok said. “We can levitate objects with our minds…produce small objects out of thin air…”

Mirk nodded. “And may I ask when you learned about these…powers?”

“Not long after we arrived here,” Pik said.

“Yes…we learned about our powers when we found…” Mok began, but Pik reached across the table and slapped a hand over his mouth.

“And now we’ve got powers,” Pik said quickly. “Well, you’re obviously quite tired. May I upgrade your room to a deluxe suite?”

Mirk shrugged. “Sure, considering I don’t have any kind of room, that’s a huge upgrade.”

“And another room for your three friends?” Pik asked.

Mirk looked at Pik askance. “You know about my friends?”

“Our security system is pretty good,” Mok said. “I can show it to you tomorrow!”

Pik glared at him.

“Oh. Or not.”

“Well, it’s been a long day,” Pik sighed. “Let’s get you and your friends into some first-rate accommodations.”



I’ll have to solve this one for myself, Browning affirmed to herself as she leaned back against the turbolift wall the next morning, feeling it rush up through the Explorer’s saucer section. “Good idea, Janice. Show that you’re a good mom. Independent. Fully capable of solving problems on your own.”

The lift doors suddenly opened, and Browning stepped out onto the bridge.

Richards turned from his place in the command chair. “Janice?”

“Christopher,” Browning said evenly. “I need your help. Can we talk in the ready room?”

“Sure,” Richards said, and got up and led Browning into the readyroom, where he promptly sat down in Baxter’s chair and put his feet up. “What seems to be the problem?”

“It’s Plato,” Browning said. “Something has happened between him and Cadet Sparks, and now he’s cooped up in his room and won’t come out. I can’t get him to talk to me.”

“A common problem.” Richards nodded, leaning back. “The way I see it, you have two options.” Richards shifted in the desk chair. Man, it was comfortable. Twice as nice as the chair in Richards’s office. And oddly warm, considering Baxter had been gone for more than twelve hours.

“And those are?” Browning probed.

“Sorry, I was just…” Richards cradled the chair arms. “Thinking about something. Anyway. Where was I? Yes. Two options. You can either confront Plato, or leave him alone.”

“Wow. I’m so glad I came up here,” Browning said, rolling her eyes. “Is that all you’ve got?”

Richards held up a hand. “Wait a sec. Not so hasty. Hear me out. If you confront him, then you risk alienating him, and driving him even deeper into himself.”

“Uh-huh.”

“But if you leave him alone, he’s just going to sit there and sulk all day long. And that won’t do.”

“Well, there are worst things that could happen, I suppose…”

“No,” Richards said. “He’s a healthy, exuberant kid. He needs to get out there and exercise, and, uh, enjoy his body!”

“That’s what got him into this mess,” Browning muttered.

“Oh,” Richards said. “Well, anyway, that leads me to the third option.”

Browning scratched her head. “I thought there were only two options?”

“There’s one more,” Richards said. “You let me talk to him.”

Browning leaned back and stared at the ceiling. “You got any other options?”



“This bed is amazing,” Baxter said, laying bathrobed and spreadeagle on the massive bed in one of the two master suites Pik and Mok had so graciously given to him and the away team. “It’s as wide as a runabout, and almost as long. And it feels like a hundred hands are rubbing me everywhere!”

“Are you wearing anything under that robe?” Hartley asked, wrinkling her nose.

“I’m wearing a shirt,” Baxter said, prompting Hartley to turn away.

“So does anyone want to talk about what we do now?” Mirk asked, staring out at the roiling orange sea through the suite’s broad, multifacted glass door. Beyond, a balcony offered a view almost as amazing as Pik and Mok’s.

“Not particularly,” Baxter said with a yawn.

“Yeah. I’m kind of drained,” Peterman said.

“Didn’t you two get a good night’s rest?” Mirk asked.

“Yeah,” Baxter said, “But we stayed up late talking about Mike and Pork.”

“Pik and Mok,” Mirk corrected.

Hartley slumped in a chair. “Could we be overlooking the obvious here?” she asked. “Could it be these are just two brilliant entrepreneurs who are channeling their powers and putting them to a productive use?”

“No, that’s impossible,” Peterman said. “Are you new to our ship, or what?”

“Good point,” Hartley said. “So they’re up to something. But what?”

“I don’t know,” Baxter said, rolling over. “But let’s vacation some more, and maybe we’ll figure it out.”

“For once, I’m in agreement with Andy,” Peterman said. “Beach time?”

Hartley nodded. “Yeah. But can we get a coffee on the way out?”

“Definitely,” said Peterman, smacking Baxter lightly. “You just sleep all day while we enjoy the cool water and the beautiful…orange…” She looked out the windows and squinted. “No, sorry…green. This beautiful green sky.”

“I’ll slip into my bikini,” Hartley said, dashing back into her and Mirk’s adjoining suite, prompting Baxter to briefly look up.

Mirk looked around. “Aren’t you guys at all concerned about Pik and Mok?”

“You’ll figure it out,” Baxter said, rolling over and burying his face in the pillow.



“Shouldn’t you be, you know, running the ship?” Browning asked, as she keyed open the door to her cabin.

“J’hana can handle things on the bridge for a bit,” Richards said. “Anyway, that’s what good leaders do. They delegate.”

“I’ll take your word for it. But are you sure you know what you’re doing with Plato?”

Richards nodded. “Trust me. I’m good with relationships.”

“Christopher. We dated off and on for seven years,” Browning muttered. “I’m well aware of your skill with relationships.”

“Oh. Right. Still…”

Browning pointed the way into her quarters. “Go.”

“Where will you be?”

“The Constellation Club,” Browning said, turning on a heel. “I’m hoping desperately that Zordok the Bold knows how to make a good Bloody Mary. Do a job, Christopher…”

“Leave this one to me,” Richards said. “Trust me. I know just what to say.”

He walked into Browning’s cabin and let the doors closed behind him. He approached Plato’s room and knocked on the door. “Hey, Plato. It’s me, Chris. Look, your Mom asked me to come in here and chat with you.”

“Forget it,” Plato called back from within the room.

“Okay, then I guess you wouldn’t want to go with me to the Holodeck to check out the newest Orion Slavegirl program?”

The doors whizzed open and Plato pushed past Richards and led the way out of his and Browning’s cabin.

“What are you waiting for?” he asked, already halfway down the corridor.

“Yeah. Janice’s going to be so glad I took care of this,” Richards said with a smile, and jogged after Plato.



As soon as Hartley and Peterman headed down to the beach, Mirk headed over to Pik and Mok’s penthouse.

Something was amiss on this planet, and Mirk was determined to get to the bottom of it. Was it really plausible that an intergalactic corporation like Flornagor would take in two space travelers and give them a resort to manage, no matter how bad the resort was doing in the first place?

Then again, Mirk wondered, was it so different from what Baxter did? The trust he’d shown in him over the years, as a proprietor, bartender, and sometimes advisor?

Still, something just wasn’t right.

Mok answered the door to his suite and waved Mirk in. “Hello, fellow Maloxian! Pik and I were just about to pray to the Directors. Do you want to join us?”

“Sure,” Mirk said, following Mok out to the veranda, where Pik was already sprinkling himself with melon juice.

“Directors, bless us this day, and all those who share in our wonderful resort!” Pik exclaimed.

“Juicy juicy,” Mirk affirmed, and stepped up with Mok. “It would be my pleasure, to partake in your melon juice.”

“And so it shall be,” Pik said, looking at Mirk. He waved the melon over Mirk’s head, giving it a good thump with his thumb.

“We truly have much to thank the Directors for,” Mok said. “They delivered you to us, just as they delivered us to the Celestial Hotel!”

“Yes, it’s a good thing, too,” Mirk said, basking in the sweet nectar of the Directors. “Tell me, Pik…Mok. Have the Directors ever spoken to you…directly?”

Pik and Mok exchanged confused glances. “What?” Pik asked. “Of course not. No Maloxian has ever made contact with the Directors, except for those in the sacred scripts.”

Mok looked at Mirk. “Have…have you?”

“Oh, no, don’t be silly,” Mirk said with a wave of his hand. “I was just curious. So…big day today?”

“We’re judging the bikini contest this afternoon,” Mok said proudly.

“And we have to order more beach chairs,” Pik said. “Terribly busy day.”

“Do you mind if I join you?” Mirk said. “I’d like to see how your business operates. I’d love to own a resort of this scale some day.”

Pik and Mok looked at each other. “Sure,” Pik said. “Come with us.”



“…and so Nat was like, ‘wow, Plato, I can talk to you about anything,’” Plato said, edging closer to the Orion slave girl, who was perched on the edge of the stage, dangling her legs. “And I said, ’no, Nat, you don’t understand, it’s because you’re just so darned easy to listen to…”

“That’s sweet,” the Orion, whose name was Sheetha, said. “So then what happened?”

Seated beside Plato in the ring of seats surrounding the stage, Richards put his chin in his hands and sighed. “For the love of…Plato, are you going to stop talking about Nat Sparks at some point and actually watch this woman take her clothes off?”

“We’re having a nice chat,” Sheetha said, looking over her shoulder at Richards.

“You’re a freaking hologram!”

“Well, how much freaking I do is up to our boy here,” she smiled, turning to Plato.

“Oh, oh oh!” Plato exclaimed. “I didn’t tell you the coolest thing about Nat. There’s this thing she does with her hair. She pulls it in front of her face, sort of so it covers her eyes. Then she plays with it. Oh, it’s so cute!”

“This was so not what I had in mind,” said Richards.



“First prize, no contest!” Pik said, clapping as hordes of travelers from other systems clapped feverishly. Next to him, Mok held up the arm of the bikini contest winner, a particularly well-endowed Nybarite in a particularly form-fitting bikini.

Mirk waited beside the massive beachside stage, as Pik and Mok wrapped up their remarks. The crowed loved them. It was obvious they were the main draw of this resort, known by all of the vacationers.

Mirk was happy for them. Maybe they had earned a great lot in life, by working hard and asserting the Maloxian values of faith, customer service, and excellent proprietorship.

As they concluded their talk, Pik and Mok launched themselves off the stage, flying loop-de-loops and coming to rest beside the stage, right beside Mirk.

“Did you enjoy that?” Pik asked.

“Very much,” Mirk said. “So, do you always…fly off like that?”

“The audience loves to see our powers,” Mok said. “It’s sort of our…thing…”

“No kidding,” Mirk said. “So, where to now?”

Pik shrugged. “The pool. Maybe the warm lava mud room?”

Mok nodded. “You’ll love the warm lava mud room!”



“Another Brevaran Ale?” Plato asked, having moved his conversation with Sheetha over to the bar at the back of the club.

“Please,” Sheetha said, as the bartender approached with a fresh glass. “Aren’t you going to have something?”

“Heck no,” Plato said. “I’m not old enough to drink.”

Sheetha sipped her drink. “Really? You seem so…mature.”

“My brain aged a lot faster than my body.”

“And how old is your…body?”

“Four.”

The Orion nearly spit out her drink. True, she was a hologram, but even holograms can only take so much.

“Yeah, my body aged pretty fast too, eh?”

“Yeah,” said Sheetha. “Say, where’s that other guy…”

“Richards? Oh, he had to leave. Some work thing…”

Suddenly the holodeck arch opened nearby, and Richards stepped in from the Explorer corridor. The arch disappeared behind him and he walked over to Plato.

“Are you about finished here?”

“I believe he is,” Sheetha said, shifting uncomfortably.

“Oh, did you just figure out he’s a four year old eighteen year old?”

“Something like that,” Sheetha said.

Richards shook his head. “I hope you’re proud of yourself, Plato. I actually left a room full of naked women to attend a department heads’ meeting.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?’

“No!” Richards said. He looked around. “This is where I go to get away. Andy doesn’t even know about it. We were going to come down here and see…” He looked at Sheetha. “Flesh! We were going to speak as men do. Bond, talk about how girls are confusing and irritating, and just when you think you’ve got them figured out, they either leave you at the altar or stab you with a ceremonial blade!”

Plato’s eyes widened. “Wow, Uncle Chris. You sure have a lot of problems.”

“I’m…fine…” Richards said, catching his breath.

“I can still take my clothes off, if you really want,” Sheetha said.

“Nah,” Plato said. “I’m all done talking. You were great, Sheetha.” He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “And I really will think about what you said.”

“Good boy,” Sheetha said, watching Plato call for the arch and then step out of the holodeck. She turned to Richards. “So should I put that stupid Billy Idol song on again?”

“No,” Richards said, taking a breath. “I guess I could stand to talk to somebody too.”

“Let’s have it,” Sheetha said. “I’m an artificial construct, so I can’t feel boredom.”



“You’re covered in mud,” Hartley observed, leaning up on her elbows, splayed on the bed in their suite, still damp from a romp in the ocean and wrapped in a towel.

“You’re covered in orange water,” Mirk observed, grabbing a spare towel off a nearby rack and mopping the mud off his skin.

“Did you find anything else out?” a voice asked from the other side of the bed.

“Counselor Peterman?”

“I fell asleep on the floor,” Peterman said, leaning on the bed and looking up at Mirk.

“Actually, I kicked her out of the bed,” Hartley said. “She clings.”

“Do not,” Peterman said, drawing herself to her feet. “What time is it?”

“Nearly nineteen hundred hours,” Mirk said, and sat on the edge of the bed. “Did you two have fun?”

Peterman shrugged. “Yeah, we had a great time. But I’m worn out.” She turned toward her and Baxter’s suite. “I guess I’ll try to wake our fearless leader.”

“Worn out, huh?” Mirk asked, turning to Hartley as Peterman ducked into the next room. “What did you two do?”

She shrugged. “Not much, really. What about you? Did you learn anything new from Pirk and Mork?”

“Pik and Mok,” Mirk corrected. “And no. I had a wonderful time. Beach contests. Sporting events. After parties…” He wiped his muddy face with the towel. “Lava mud rooms.”

“Well, maybe they really are just good guys,” Hartley said. “Ever think of that?”

“I’d love to believe that,” Mirk said, walking over to the window and watching the setting greenish sun descend on orange water. “But something tells me that all is not right here. Call it Maloxian intutition.”

“Or call it jealousy,” Hartley said, sliding up behind Mirk and wrapping her arms around his waist.

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“Running a resort this size…successfully…isn’t that like the Maloxian dream?”

“There are many possible dreams,” Mirk said, turning to Hartley and looking her in the eyes. “You’re mine.”

“You always know just what to say…for a troublemaking kid…”

“I haven’t been a troublemaking kid for years,” Mirk said.

“You’ll always be a troublemaking kid to me,” Hartley said.

“And if that’s so, what does that make you?”

Hartley smiled. “A girl in love.”

“You know, I can put the investigation on hold for a night. Want to go out to the balcony and listen to the waves?”

“Nah,” Hartley said with a wink. “Let’s go to bed….”



“Sheetha, I’m so confused,” Richards moaned, leaning forward and burying his face into the Orion dancer’s ample bosom. “Why do women always hurt me? Janice did it with my emotions, and J’hana is doing it with my…intestines…”

“Maybe it’s people with ‘J’ names you should avoid.”

“Maybe,” Richards sniffed.

Suddenly the holodeck arch appeared and Janice Browning stepped into the room.

“Christopher! I just wanted to stop by and thank you. Plato seems like a changed kid. I don’t know what you did but…” As Browning approached Richards, she stopped and looked around. “Oh my. Is this a…?” She glanced up at one of the Orion slave girls dancing on the stage. “Yes. That’s definitely a boob.” She turned to Richards. “Is this where you come to spend your time since we broke up?”

Richards lifted his head from Sheetha’s chest. “Well…”

“Are you Plato’s mom?” Sheetha asked with a smile. “Your son is such a fine boy!”

“Oh lord no!” Richards exclaimed, nearly falling out of his seat. “Computer, end…!”

“Thank you. He is a great kid. Just every now and then we…” Browning thought a moment. “Wait one second!” She looked at Richards. “Is this where you brought Plato? Is this your idea of a man-to-man talk? Watching scantily clad, ditzy Orion girls bop all over a stage and bare their ample breasts?”

“I’m NOT ditzy,” Sheetha said defensively. “But thank you for the compliment on my breasts.”

“Don’t mention it,” Browning said offhand. “I mean, computer, end program!”

The club, as well as the stool Richards was half stooped on, suddenly disappeared. This time Richards fell straight to the ground.

“Oooh!” Browning stomped her foot. “Christopher, just when I start thinking you’re a great guy, you go and do something stupid like this!” With that, Browning turned on a heel and stormed out of the holodeck.

“You’re welcome,” Richards said, still lying on the floor.



Mirk stood on the balcony the following morning sipping kiwi juice. Hartley was still sleeping. She really must have been tired, Mirk thought. When she said “lets’ go to bed…” she really meant go to bed. To sleep.

He shrugged. That’s what vacations were for, right?

The sun was beginning to shine its glorious green ways down on the beach. This was the perfect time to come out and start sunbathing. Strangely, though, the beaches weren’t nearly as filled as they were the day before. Had a lot of the resort goers left during the night or early morning? Or was morning just a slow time?

No, the previous morning was packed.

“Mirk,” a voice said from beside him, causing him to nearly jump out of his unbelievably soft slippers.

Mirk turned, trying to hide his surprise. “Mok?”

Mok nodded, resplendent in a shiny suit adorned with images of multicolored gourds. “I hope you don’t mind me stopping by?”

Mirk looked out over the balcony railing. “What did you do, fly in?”

“Yeah,” Mok said. “We can do that kind of thing.”

“I noticed,” Mirk said, glancing about. “Is Pik flying in too?”

“No.” Mok looked down. “Pik doesn’t know I’m here.”

“Why not?”

“I want to show you something,” Mok said. “But you need to keep it secret. Can you do that?”

Mirk glanced back into his room and his sleeping wife. “Sure. What is it?”

“It’s the reason we have our powers. And it’s the reason you may have powers too…”

Mirk nodded. “Well, you’ve certainly piqued my interest…”



“So, the labs are working overtime analyzing and mapping this sector. There isn’t much sensor data available, so we’ll be able to return a lot of important information to Starfleet Sciences.”

Richards leaned his chin on his fists and stared at the other end of the table in the conference lounge. Tilleran might has well have been babbling in Jaradan. He was staring at the person at the other end of the table.

“Commander, I hate to be the one to bring this up,” Dr. Wilcox said, leaning against the table. “But what is Janice Browning doing here?”

There was an unbearable pause, during which J’hana idly cracked her knuckles, Madera feigned a deep interest in the daily navigation report, and Cadets Piper, Mathers and Sparks stared out the windows at the Retzin moon.

Richards was struck by the fact that he currently had two ex- girlfriends and one current, and terribly abusive, girlfriend sitting around the same meeting table. Not good.

Lt. Sefelt, for his part, began to explode with sobs, prompting Piper to sweep him up and out of the conference room, whispering to him soothingly.

The silence was unbearable.

“Yes,” Richards said. “Doctor, uh, Janice…Doctor Janice…to what do we owe this pleasure?”

“I brought a continental breakfast,” Browning said dully, staring knives right at Richards.

“Right,” Richards said, looking over at the small table by the windows. “Thank you for the, um, muffins.”

“You’re welcome,” Browning said, still staring at Richards.

“This is one of our odder meetings,” J’hana said. “Which is saying a lot. Can we go now?”

“Yes. Please,” Richards said, remaining seated while the other officers filed out, J’hana casting a vengeful glare at Browning as she left.

Cadet Mathers stayed behind and revisited the breakfast table.

“I’ll just take a few more of the honey oat muffins,” Mathers said, scooping them into his arms. “There aren’t any rules about eating off the ops panel, are there?”

“Leave, Cadet,” Richards said, not taking his eyes off Browning, who was likewise still seated.

“Right,” Mathers said, and dashed out of the room.

“So…Janice…” Richards said, and followed that up with a long silence. “Um…I…”

“I can’t believe you, Christopher,” Browning said, standing and heading over to the windows, staring out at the reddish moon that hung just outside. “Why would you take Plato to a place like that?”

“I was hoping he’d open up to me in a way he wouldn’t to you.”

“So you thought you’d have a deep conversation with my three year old son about his love life while Orions are stripping all around him?”

“Chronologically he’s much closer to eighteen and you know that…”

“Don’t try to defend yourself, Christopher.” She sighed. “I can’t believe I trusted you to help him, even for a minute.”

“He seemed to enjoy it.”

Browning covered her ears. “I don’t want to know!”

Richards walked over to her, grabbing a muffin from the table on the way. “Janice, you don’t understand. He enjoyed talking to the Orion slavegirl. He had a…” He frowned. “Meaningful conversation with her.”

“He did?” Browning asked.

“Yes. She was quite…impressed with his maturity.”

“Really?” Browning eyed the muffin suspiciously.

“Oh, yeah. He didn’t want to see the Orion girls dance. He wanted to talk to them about his feelings for Nat Sparks.”

“So he did…open up…”

Richards looked down at his boots sheepishly. “Eventually, once I got the girls to stop dancing.”

“But you admit you were wrong to take him there?”

“Oh, completely wrong,” Richards said. “I’m wrong to go there, too.”

“Yeah. You are.” Browning stared at Richards skeptically. “Is that muffin for me?”

“Yeah.”

“Well,” Browning said, snatching the muffin and taking a large bite. “I’m glad we have an understanding.”

“I’m sorry,” Richards said. “It was a stupid idea.’

“Yeah it was.” Browning turned and leaned against the bulkhead. “But where does that leave us?”

“The next move is Plato’s,” Richards said. “I suggest you let him make it.”

“The rare wise idea,” Browning said with a small smile.

“Everyone gets one sometime,” Richards said, heading to the door that led to the bridge and turning back toward Browning as it swung open. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a ship to command…” He turned around and gaped. “Colby! Get those crumbs off the ops console!”



“Big rock,” Mirk said, staring at the massive glowing granite-like formation, which sat on a vacant beach, some four hundred klicks from the Celestial Hotel.

“Did you enjoy the flight?” Mok asked expectantly from beside the rock.

“Er, I guess.” Mirk wasn’t taking any chances letting Mok know he could fly, so he had to settle for what ended up being a long, awkward flight on Mok’s back.

“Anyway, it’s more than just a big rock,” Mok said. “It’s our window to the Directors.”

Mirk turned back to the rock and stared at it long and hard. “It is, huh?”

“Oh yes. See how it glows?”

“It’s definitely…glowy.” Mirk wished, for once, that he had a tricorder with him. Or a science officer, for that matter.

“It’s the source of all our power,” Mok said, staring at it in awe. “Oh, Directors. Pik would kill me if he knew I was telling you this.”

Mirk continued to stare at the rock. “He doesn’t want anyone to know about this…window?”

“He’s afraid people would exploit it. Try to steal it and use it for themselves.”

“But it only gives powers to Maloxians,” Mirk said. “So…”

“So imagine how paranoid he is about you,” Pik said. “But I told him to trust you. That you’re a Maloxian, and Maloxians don’t betray each other.”

“My father tried to kill me,” Mirk said. “But yes, generally you’re right.”

“And besides, I wanted to know if the rock had the same effect on you that it has on us,” Mok said. “So I brought you here.” He stared intently at Mirk. “So…do you feel any powers coming on?”

Mirk considered his next move carefully. He needed more information and couldn’t risk Mok learning about his true mission quite yet.

“Sorry…nothing. You and Pik must be special.”

“All Maloxians are special,” Mok said. “Anyway, give it some time. Our powers didn’t come on all at once, either.”

“They didn’t?”

“No. They seemed to get stronger when more people came to the planet. Then, of course, once our powers got stronger, even more people came to see us!”

“And the more people…”

“The stronger our powers, yes,” Mok said. “Fascinating, isn’t it?”

Mirk thought about the last two days and had a sudden and disturbing realization. “Mok, have you noticed your clientele seems to get…more and more tired the longer they stay here?”

“Well, now that you mention it, I suppose they do,” Mok said.

“And you don’t find that odd?”

“I never really gave it much thought.”

Mirk wasn’t sure if this was a good or bad thing, but he was definitely talking to the dumber of the two Maloxians. Either that, or Mok was putting on quite an act.

“We have to get back to the resort,” Mirk said. “I need to talk to Pik.”

“You’re going to join us?”

Mirk looked back at the glowing rock. “Not quite.”



“You wanted to see me?”

“C’mon in,” Richards said, standing and smiling as Plato stepped into the ready room. Behind him, consoles bleeped and crewmen walked about attending to their usual business, but things were a little more quiet than usual. And of course that was because J’hana was in command, and that tended to put a damper on things.

Plato moved over to the desk. Richards gestured for him to sit down and he did. He looked around. “I haven’t been in Uncle Andy’s ready room much lately.”

Richards looked around. “It’s a nice place if you don’t mind being surrounded by twenty-first century sports memorabilia.”

“So what did you want, Uncle Chris?”

“You haven’t called me that in a while,” Richards mused.

“You want me to call you Commander Richards?”

“No,” Richards said. “Uncle Chris’s fine. Look…”

“I went to the holodeck this morning to talk to that Orion girl and I couldn’t find the file.”

“That’s because I deleted it,” Richards said. Well, hid it, but same difference, he thought.

“Why would you do something like that?”

“Because I was wrong,” Richards said, turning in his (well, Baxter’s) chair. He looked out the window at the stars. “You see, Plato, I was wrong to take you to the holodeck to help you deal with your…Sparks problem.”

“But I had fun!”

“Yes, you had fun…talking…to the Orion slavegirl.”

“Sheetha.”

“Yes, well, be that as it may, I should have known better to involve you in such a…”

“Sexually-charged?” Plato offered.

“Inappropriate environment,” Richards said, shifting in his chair. “Look, Plato, relationship problems are just a part of being in love. One day you’ll find someone you truly care about and want to spend the rest of your life with….”

Plato leaned forward. “Like you and J’hana?”

“Um, well, maybe. But the point is, you shouldn’t get discouraged just because one relationship didn’t work out. There are a lot of pretty girls out there.”

“Like Sheetha.”

“Yes like…no, not like Sheetha. She’s a hologram. There are real girls out there.”

Plato leaned his elbows on the desk. “I guess so.”

Richards looked at Plato. “You really like Nat don’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, she has to go back to the Academy, Plato. There’s nothing we can do about that, short of asking her to quit Starfleet. You don’t want to do that, do you?”

“No.”

“Well, then start looking at your options.”

“Options,” Plato repeated. He suddenly looked up at Richards, a smile spreading across his face. “I have options!”

“Sure,” Richards said.

“I never thought of it that way.” He pounded the desk. “Of course! Thanks, Uncle Chris.”

Richards watched Plato run out of the office and blinked with amazement. “I did it!” He got up and walked out onto the bridge. Plato had just stepped into the turbolift to head belowdecks and the crew seemed to be running about with a bit more urgency.

“I did it! I gave great romantic advice!” Richards exclaimed.

Everyone turned and looked at him.

J’hana swiveled in the command chair. “Fan-fwarking-tastic. Meanwhile, we just lost contact with the away team.”



The flight back to the Celestial Hotel on Mok’s back had once again been awkward, but Mirk didn’t notice as much because his mind was reeling with the possibilities presented by the giant rock.

Were Pik and Mok purposefully draining the life energy out of their customers in order to power their…powers? What was the rock made of? How was it enhancing their powers? And, could it enhance his own powers? Considering the only science training Mirk had was how to make a Bloody Martok, he would have to get help analyzing the structure before he could make any conclusions. The first step was to tell Baxter, Hartley and Peterman about his discovery, so they could contact the Explorer and figure out next steps.

Mirk was considering all of this as he and Mok touched down and he climbed off the Maloxian’s back, stepping down onto the patio outside his room.

“Megan,” Mirk called out, looking back at Mok. “Stay here. I have to have a little chat with my wife.”

“Of course,” Mok said, as Mirk closed the patio door and stepped into his room. He looked about. The bedsheets were strewn about carelessly (not surprising, as Hartley had always been a fitful sleeper) and the door to the adjoining room was open.

Maybe Hartley was in there?

He stepped through to Baxter’s suite, only to find that empty too.

Except for someone sitting out on the patio.

Mirk stepped up to the patio, where Pik was standing, overlooking the expansive beach.

“Anything you’d like to tell me, fellow Maloxian?”

“Where are they?” Mirk asked, advancing on Pik.

The Maloxian turned and faced Mirk, scowling. “We trusted you, and were met with lies.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mirk said. “Do you know where my friends are?”

“They are…being entertained elsewhere.” He pointed to one of the patio chairs. “Let’s chat.”

Mirk shook his head. “I’ll stand.” He glanced over Pik’s shoulder, where Mok was standing on the adjacent balcony. “You have a wonderful resort here, Pik.”

“I’d like to think so,” Pik said, leveling his eyes on Mirk.

“You and Mok should be very proud, building up your clientele base on nothing but hard work and determination.”

“You’ve seen the rock,” Pik said, matter-of-factly.

“He made me show it to him, Pik! It’s not my fault!” Mok protested, gliding over from the other balcony and landing next to Pik.

“No one has to make you do stupid things,” said Pik. “You’re quite capable of doing them on your own.” He sighed and turned to Mirk. “You’ll have to forgive our brother. He’s not as…enlightened as we are.”

“Listen…” Mirk began.

“Save it,” Pik snapped and advanced on Mirk. “I’ve seen everything. Our surveillance systems are more than adequate to observe your discussions with your people and the ensuing conversation with Mok. He’s so proud of that rock. He thinks it’s our birthright. Well, maybe it is.” He leveled a deadly gaze on Mirk. “But whatever it is, it’s ours alone, and you can’t take it from us.”

Mirk took all this in and tried to tamp down his anger and concern over the absence of Hartley and the others. “You have to stop draining your customers. Not only is it unethical…it’s just not how Maloxians proprietate!”

“Not sure that’s a word. But let me counter one ‘P’ word with another: prioritize.”

“Clever,” Mirk said. “You decided that your success was more important than the lives of your customers.”

“They get their stamina back shortly after they leave here. But in the meantime, you can’t say that they don’t relax. As a matter of fact, that’s all they ever do.”

Mirk glanced out at the beach, which was completely deserted now.

“Don’t worry,” Pik said. “More customers are due in this evening. Which means more energy for us.” He looked Mirk up and down and smiled. “And perhaps for you too.”

“He doesn’t have powers,” Mok said.

“Unless he’s lying about that, too,” Pik said. “I imagine we’ll find out shortly.”

“Tell me,” Mirk said a bit more forcefully. “Where are the others?”

Pik glanced away. “Resting. Comfortably. For now.” He pulled a padd out of his vest pocket and handed it to Mirk. On the screen was a windowless room with three beds, where Baxter, Peterman and Hartley lay asleep, apparently out cold.

“What did you do to them?” Mirk asked, grabbing the padd and slamming it to the ground.

“Just drained their energy a bit more. It’s actually easy if you know how.” He turned and looked back out at the ocean. “This is a fantastic planet, Mirk. If you know how to use its power. Of course we can’t run the risk of you or your friends shutting the resort down, so we’ll have to make some…agreements, if we’re to proceed here. We’ll have to come to an understanding.”

“We’re no threat to you,” Mirk said, reaching for his combadge.

“You looking for this?” Pik said, and Mirk realized it was already in Pik’s hand. “Telekenisis is a wonderful gift, isn’t it?”

“Give that back,” Mirk said evenly.

“We know you have a ship in orbit. They’ve been trying to contact you. Explorer, is it?”

“They won’t let you kidnap our people. They’ll stop you. I’ll stop you.”

“Make any move to do anything of the sort and I’ll make sure your friends sleep…permanently.”

“NO!” Mirk shouted, and launched himself at Pik, knocking him over the patio railing. The two tumbled down, off the balcony, toward the ground a hundred meters below.



Confident in his next course of action, Plato strode down the corridor, eager to discuss his revelation with one person, and one person only.

Conveniently enough, Nat Sparks came running from the opposite direction, with Piper and Mathers not far behind.

“Nat!” Plato called out. “Wait until I tell you what I’m going to do! It solves everything!”

“Can’t talk right now,” Sparks said crisply and slid by Plato, headed for the turbolift.

“Sorry. We’ve got a…” Colby Mathers said, pointing up toward the bridge.

“Thing,” Piper said, as the three disappeared around the corner.

Plato glanced after them, and shrugged, heading back to his quarters. Wonder what that was all about?



“Try to raise the away team again,” Richards said, pacing the bridge and looking askance at the spinning planet on the viewscreen.

J’hana looked up from tactical. “I did, and again, no response. When would you like me to go down there and start killing people?”

“Not yet,” Richards said. “We still don’t know what we’re dealing with.”

“We should move closer to the planet to get a better sensor reading,” Tilleran said, leaning over her panel. “If they’re in trouble, our staying in seclusion won’t help anyone.”

“You’re right about that,” Richards said. “Susan, take us into a geosynchronous orbit over the resort. And try to hail them. Emergency channel.” He turned back toward sciences. “Commander Tilleran, commence scanning. If you can find even the faintest blip…”

“Nothing,” Tilleran said. “As a matter of fact, there’s some sort of energy source jamming our sensors. I didn’t pick it up from the other side of the moon but…yes…it’s blocking our scans.”

“Can you identify the source of the energy…source?”

“No, sir. Our sensors are completely jammed.”

“That includes transporters and target locks as well,” J’hana added.

“I imagine the last thing we want to do is beam down…”

“If you want to beam inside a wall…or inside another person…” Tilleran offered.

“Thank you, Commander Helpful.” Richards sighed and stared at the screen. “Our hands are tied for the moment. So we wait.”

J’hana let out a long rattling growl. “For how long?”

“Until I say otherwise,” Richards said grimly.



Halfway to the ground, Pik shot up into the air, dragging Mirk with him. It was as if he’d ignited an invisible booster pack.

“That last bit of energy I siphoned from your friends was just the pick me up I needed,” said Pik. “Or, the pick you up, as it were…”

“Enough!” Mirk cried out, pushing Pik away from him and free- falling.

“Is there something you’d like to share with me?” Pik asked innocently as Mirk fell away from him.

“Yeah,” Mirk said, and rocketed up to join Pik in the sky, now some three hundred meters from the ground. “You aren’t the only one with powers.”

Pik rose higher, as if daring Mirk to chase him. “Delightful!”

“You’ll see how delightful it is,” Mirk said, and shot forward, darting at Pik and grabbing him by the ankles. “Bring me to them. And if you harm even a hair on their heads, I’ll turn you inside out. Literally.”

Pik wriggled free and darted away from Mirk, turning back to face him, a taunting smile crossing his face. “Don’t get ahead of yourself. Allow yourself to get used to these powers. Figure out how to use them. You don’t want to overdo…” Pik said, but Mirk cut him off. With a wave of his hand, Mirk blasted Pik, sending him flying backward, tumbling helplessly end over end.

“I’ve had some practice,” Mirk said, and dove for Pik.

“Guys, stop!” Mok said, floating up to join them.

“Stay out of this!” Mirk shouted, waving a hand at Mok sending him tumbling back.

“You’ve got a rock of your own, then,” Pik said, forcing himself back upright and hovering ten or so meters away from Mirk. “Well done.”

Mirk sneered. “I don’t need a rock.”

Pik raised an eyebrow. “No?”

“Real power comes from within. You don’t have to hurt others to get them.”

“Really,” said Pik. “What a nice lesson. Too bad I’m not listening.”

Mirk flew toward Pik and grabbed him by his vest. “Give me back my people. Now.”

“Or what? You’ll kill me?”

Mirk thought about it half a beat. “Yes.”

“Fair enough,” Pik said, and gave Mirk a conciliatory smile. “You’ve got me.”

Mirk looked from Pik to Mok. “Fine. Then let’s go back and…”

“RACE YA!” Pik called out and shot through the sky, leaving a white trail behind him as he nearly broke the sound barrier.

Mirk gritted his teeth and shot after Pik, pouring on the speed as he tried to overtake him, knowing exactly where he was headed.



“Still nothing?” Richards said, looking back desperately at J’hana and Tilleran.

“Not a…” J’hana said, then looked back at her console. “Yes. Something faint at the edge of jamming range. Something in the atmosphere. Two things…no, three. Imzadi?”

Richards grimaced. He hated that J’hana still called Tilleran that.

“Lifeforms,” Tilleran said, looking up from her panel. “Hard to tell for sure but I think they’re Maloxian.”

“Mirk,” Richards said, stepping toward the screen.

“More good news,” J’hana said. “Looks like they’re heading right for that energy source.”

“Susan, adjust our orbit to follow them. Get as close as you can,” Richards said, moving to the center of the bridge. He turned. “J’hana: Bring the transporters online. Try to cut through that interference.”

“I love it when you give orders,” J’hana snarled.



Mirk dove down, his ears popping at the change in atmospheric pressure, his eyes narrowing, intent on the shape of Pik, who flung himself, arrow-like, toward the glowing rock on the distant shore.

“PIK!” Mirk shouted, gaining ground but not fast enough. When he finally reached the beach, Pik was floating right above the rock. It seemed to glow brighter now.

“The power. The infinite power.” Pik smiled. “I don’t know who or what you think the Directors are, but if you’re misled enough to think that they’re kind, generous and all-knowing, then you’re more gullible than I thought you were. Truth is, the Directors are about one thing and one thing only. Power. They gave me this rock to help build the most successful hotel in the galaxy, and I’m not going to abuse their gift. I’m going to use it…to its fullest.”

“Stop,” Mirk said simply, floating in front of Pik.

“I’m afraid you’re too late,” Pik said. “I’m right here, feeding off the rock’s energy. Channeling it. Directing it. One thought from me, and I can cause an earthquake that will destroy the resort and everyone there. Or I can cause a massive tidal wave that will drown you in an instant. The power is mine.”

“You’re wrong,” Mirk said.

“Test me,” Pik said.

“NO!” Mok said, flying down toward Pik. “You can’t destroy the resort!”

“I won’t! That was just an empty moustache-twisting threat!” Pik protested, but Mok wasn’t listening. He slammed Pik down into the rock, and the two tumbled down, falling onto the beach, momentarily dazed.

Pik looked up at Mirk and grimaced. “Don’t pretend to be so superior. That rock is as unique as anything in the galaxy. I’ve only tapped a fraction of its power. Imagine what we can discover, what we could do with that power if we studied it…together…”

“Nah,” Mirk said easily. “Not my style. I’m just a bartender.”

With that, Mirk waved his hands at the rock, focusing all of his concentration, all of his energy on it.

“What are you doing?” Pik cried out, staggering to his feet and pushing Mok down.

“Shaking, not stirring,” Mirk said, and grunted with the effort as the rock suddenly rose, ripping free of the larger rock formation in which it was buried. It thrummed with power, as if complaining at what was being done. Mirk wasn’t listening.

Mirk rose, dragging the rock with him, forcing it up through the sky.

Pik darted through the sky, in pursuit, but Mirk was determined.

Mirk and the rock flew higher, higher, until the clouds gave way and the atmosphere grew cold.

Far off, Mirk caught the oblong silver shape of the Explorer, and grinned. Telepathy wasn’t his thing, but it didn’t have to be. Someone would hear him.



“That’s it,” Richards said. “We’re taking a shuttle down and getting to the bottom of this once and for…”

Tilleran looked up and gripped her panel. “Commander, I’m getting a…a strong mental impression…”

“Sorry,” J’hana said. “I tend to get…sexual…during tense situations.”

“Not that,” Tilleran blushed, and then felt an odd twinge in the back of her mind. She looked at J’hana again and felt flush.

“Commander…” Richards said, impatiently.

Tilleran turned to Richards. “What?”

“Are you going to sleep with me or what?” Richards asked.

Tilleran blinked. “Commander Richards!”

“What? I’m just asking what your telepathic impression was.”

“You didn’t ask me…” Tilleran rubbed a hand over her face. “Nevermind. Of course you didn’t. I’m just….I got distracted.” She closed her eyes, focusing on the source of the telepathic signal she’d received. “It’s…it’s Mirk. He’s contacting us, er, me!”

Richards crossed to the back of the bridge, resting a hand on Tilleran’s station. “Well, what does he have to say?”

Tilleran concentrated, trying to pick up the faint thoughts. “He says ‘destroy the rock.’”

Richards scratched his head. “What the hell does that mean?”

“It’s the energy source,” Tilleran said, pointing at her screen. “It’s on the move, near the upper atmosphere.”

“Weapons range?”

“Almost,” Madera said.

“Move us into range. J’hana, lock phasers.”

“There are two Maloxian life forms nearby,” J’hana said.

“Try not to kill them,” Richards said.

“If you insist…”

Tilleran, for her part, mopped her brow and leaned back in her chair, fanning her face. Whatever had just happened was more powerful than she was used to. And it wasn’t coming from J’hana (though the Andorian’s errant thoughts weren’t helping matters). No, whatever it was was coming from inside her.



“Mirk, you don’t know what you’re doing!” Pik said, soaring up toward Mirk, trying with all his might to work the rock free from Mirk’s grasp.

Mirk wasn’t listening. He just gave one last mental heave, and sent the rock flying upward through the air, up and into space, where it floated…

Until the Explorer sailed overhead and fired a bright orange beam at the rock, exploding it into a million tiny, glowing pieces.

They didn’t glow for long. The rock fragments turned to ash and fell to the planet, already burning up in the atmosphere.

“What? NO!” Pik cried, as suddenly he free fell, apparently no longer able to fly.

Mirk considered whether or not to fly down and rescue him, but it soon became a moot point as he, and Pik, felt the welcome grip of the Explorer’s transporters.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58677.5. Due to the fact that our Maloxian hosts became insanely obsessed with their powers and tried to drain every inhabitant of their resort of life energy, and nearly killed us, not to mention that we blew up a small portion of the planet due to its untenable affects on the Maloxians, we unfortunately had to cut our vacation, er, away team, short.

On another note, for some reason I’m really, really tired.



“This one’s going to be tough to explain to Starfleet,” Captain Baxter said, strolling along the upper corridor of Ship’s Shoppes, with Peterman and Steffie at his side. “I mean, where do you even start?”

Peterman yawned. “I don’t know, but I think we need a vacation from our vacation. I’m beat.”

“We seem to say that every time we try to take a vacation.”

“That’s why we shouldn’t do it anymore,” Peterman said.

“Yes, well…let’s get lunch,” Baxter said, gesturing into Space Tastes, where Browning, Richards and Plato were about to dig in to a steaming deep dish pizza.

“You’re just in time!” Browning said, taking a slice that dripped with cheese.

“Oh, god, not pizza,” Baxter said, grabbing a seat at the table.

“Too soon after the Etracia incident?” Peterman asked.

Baxter nodded.

“I’ve got some salad in the back if you’d prefer?” Browning offered.

Baxter thought about that. “Nah. I’ll have the pizza.”

“Plato was just about to give us some news,” Richards said, leaning back. “And I have to say, I’m proud of him. He’s learning to make positive choices about his relationships, and at the risk of tooting my own horn, I think my advice helped.”

“Oh, it did,” Plato said. “You inspired me, Uncle Chris.”

Browning smiled at Richards. “I do what I can,” he smiled.

“So what’s this big news?” Browning asked.

“Mom, Uncle Chris, Uncle Andy, Aunt Kelly…” Plato looked around. “I’ve decided to join Starfleet!”

Baxter looked around the table at the surprised faces, and at Browning, who was staring a hole through Richards. “Can I get mine to go?”



It had been a long day. Mirk had filed a lengthy report to Starfleet Command, giving his version of matters. Baxter had contacted the USS Latrobe, which was en route to fetch Pik and Mok and take them to a Federation penal colony. There was really no way to extradite them to a planet that was over 70,000 light years away.

Mirk had thought about going down to the brig to say some last words to Pik and Mok, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. The only other Maloxians in the region, and he wanted nothing to do with them. Mok was just misguided. There was probably hope for him. But Pik had no conscience and no compunction for harming others. They both needed help, rehabilitation, that he couldn’t provide. Until they saw the error in their ways, he had nothing to say to them. Hopefully, when the time was right, they could speak once again. Mirk could forgive. Eventually.

The events of the day played back in Mirk’s mind as he stepped out of his shower, wrapping a towel around his waist and staring at himself in the mirror. What would he have done, if roles had been reversed? If an object was the source of his power, instead of the pure and incorruptible power of the Directors? Would he be strong enough to resist?

<Yes you would. And yes you will.>

The voice was loud and powerful in his ears. Mirk looked in his mirror, and it was no longer his reflection that looked back. It was a big, round eyeball.

<You are our son. You are our future, Mirk.>

“That’s comforting,” Mirk replied, staring at the eyeball in the mirror. “I wish you could explain that to Pik and Mok.”

<They will face a just fate. They will learn from their mistakes.>

“Is that all you came for?” Mirk asked. “To be spooky and prescient again?”

<Yes. But that’s not what we came to be spooky and prescient about,> the eye replied.

“Then what?” asked Mirk.

<Your time here grows short,> the eye said simply. <You will become one of us soon.>

Mirk blinked. “I thought the time and place were up to me.”

<That’s true. But you will be forced to make a decision, and that decision will govern your fate. You will become one with the Directors.>

Mirk stared at the eyeball in the mirror. “When?”

<That is not for us to say.>

“Can you give me a hint?”

<Certainly. After this Tuesday. Before the year twenty-nine eighty-seven.>

Mirk sighed. “Well, thanks for that.”

<Not a problem,> said the eyeball, as it disappeared from the mirror.

Mirk stared at the mirror for several long minutes.

“Hey, Mirkles!” Hartley called out, stepping into the bathroom. “Are you going to hog this thing all night?”

“No, of course not,” Mirk said stiffly as Hartley wrapped her arms around him from behind.

“Good,” she said. “Mind if I join you? I love when you just come out of the shower…all clean and fruity smelling…of course I think my soap is a bit less fruity smelling than yours, but who am I to question…”

“Megan…” Mirk said softly turning to look at her.

“You thinking what I’m thinking?” she asked with a smile, and took Mirk’s hand. “You want to go make a baby, and get this thing started already?”

Mirk looked at Megan, and breathed in deep. “Um…that sounds great but…”

Hartley looked back at Mirk, cocking her head. “What is it, Mirk?”

“Nothing, I just…” He gently stepped away and headed out of the bathroom, leaving a confused Hartley behind. “Not tonight.”



THE END.



NEXT:



Commander Tilleran takes the cadets on a shakedown cruise aboard the USS Escort, hoping to help them hone their Starfleet survival and leadership skills. Sounds good, in theory, until a certain Betazoid love interest gets involved.




Purchase Intent



for Majel Barrett-Roddenberry



Captain Baxter lay awake on his bed, hands behind his head, staring at the ceiling.

“Stupid swing marshmallows,” Counselor Peterman moaned, rolling over and draping an arm over his chest.

“We’ve got to get this day going,” Baxter said. “You awake yet?”

“Yeah, right. I speak in gibberish when I’m awake,” Peterman said, eyes closed. “Of course I’m still asleep, silly. Countdown computer fox.”

“Well, wake up.”

“Don’t wanna. Surprise belt.”

“We have to go to work,” Baxter said, and reached down, gently tickling Peterman’s hip until her eyes opened and she shot up.

“Hey! Stop doing that! I’m nauseous!” Peterman cried out, and pulled away, rolling up and swinging her legs to the floor.

“Oyster night at Mirk’s didn’t agree with you?”

“Ugh. It feels like my stomach is in zero-G.”

“Want some pancakes?”

“No! Why would I want to eat? I just told you. I’m nauseous.”

“Actually, you’re nauseated,” Baxter said. “If you were nauseous, that would mean you were making me nauseated.”

Peterman shook her head. “Okay, then I correct myself. YOU are nauseous.”

“I hardly think I’m at fault,” Baxter said. “I told you to quit after the eighth oyster!”

“I didn’t have any oysters,” Peterman said, leaning slowly to her feet. “That was you. And it was me telling you to quit.”

“Oh. Right.”

Peterman ambled into the bathroom and turned on the light, sliding an arm across her face to shield herself from the light. “What are you doing just lying awake there, anyway?”

“Thinking about Plato. Janice wants me to talk him out of joining Starfleet.”

“Are you going to?”

“It’s very important to Janice.”

Peterman leaned against the door frame to the bathroom. “Do you think Plato shouldn’t join Starfleet?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, I’ve got to get ready, I guess. I’ve got an appointment with Commander Hartley at oh-nine hundred.”

“Hartley? Does she ever meet with you?”

“Rarely.”

“What’s her problem?”

“I don’t know. And if I did, I couldn’t tell you,” Peterman said, and retreated into the bathroom, just as the comm system bleeped.

“What,” Captain Baxter said dully, leaning over and tapping a control on his night stand. “Starfleet Command for you, Captain,” Ensign Keefler said over the audio channel.

“It’s my dad, isn’t it.”

“Afraid so, sir.”

“Did you tell him I was asleep?”

“Yes. And he said you should be a man and wake up at a decent hour and answer the damn comm.”

“His words, not yours, I take it.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Shit,” Baxter muttered, and leaned out of bed, facing the screen in his bedroom. “Put it through.”

Admiral Harlan Baxter appeared on the viewscreen. “Glad to see you’re finally awake.”

“I had a late night last night, Dad. Star charts. Something.”

“Huh,” Harlan mumbled and leaned forward, pointing at Baxter with his cigar. “Well, I have a few updates for you from th’home front.”

“Can you make it quick? Janice’s omelette station is only open for another half hour.”

Harlan looked at the ceiling as if to gather strength from it, then glared back at Baxter. “The Idlewild has made another appearance. They rescued a Breen trader from nearly sinking into a black hole.”

“The nerve,” Baxter said. “What’ll they do next? Save a planet from an environmental disaster?”

“Actually, Starfleet Intelligence has it that they’re on their way to Vordon Four to stop a massive tectonic shift, so…”

“Good for them. What’s this have to do with us, Dad?” Baxter asked testily.

“You need to raise your profile. Do something to put your ship on the map!”

“Okay,” Baxter said with a sigh. “I’ll look at my schedule. I might be able to move some things around in the afternoon…”

“And something else. I just got word from Starfleet Academy. They’ve reviewed your recent progress reports on the cadets…”

“Great! Did they like Cadet Mathers’ poetry?”

“The feeling is, your training of these cadets lacks a certain…”

“Badness?”

“Substance.” Harlan shook his head. “Carrying your luggage and watering your plants is not in any way ‘tactical training.’”

“Sparks has spent some time on the bridge,” Baxter said. “And they all…play chess together. And pizza…Mathers helped us make pizza on the Etracia mission. And Cadet Piper…”

Harlan glanced at the report on his screen. “Cadet Piper has been giving Lieutenant Sefelt backrubs while he is on bridge detail.”

“It seemed to ease his tension. Piper is an assistant counselor after all…”

Harlan worked his jaw thoughtfully. “Son, give those kids something constructive to do before their tour on the Explorer is up, or you will join them on their trip back to the academy in two weeks!”

Baxter blinked. “Ok, dad.”

“Oh. And ’nother thing,” Harlan said, stuffing the cigar back into his mouth. “Mmrpmttd flmdlrl.”

“Fleet Admiral? Really?” Baxter smiled. “That’s great! Dad, it’s about time they promoted you.”

“Drlll bparty cmn up, rnd rnt you jrnme.”

“Kelly and I would be delighted to join you at the reception,” Baxter said. “Name the time and place.”

“Grttwrk. Bxrr out.”

Baxter watched his dad disappear from the screen. “How about that? Way to go, Dad.” He got up and walked over to the bathroom door. “Hey hon, did you hear? Dad got promoted to Fleet Admiral!”

“Really?” Peterman asked, leaning out of the door to face Baxter, looking green and peaked. “That’s…ugh…that’s uh, really…” She turned and ran back into the bathroom. “BLUAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

Baxter shook his head. “Stupid oysters.”

“I didn’t have the oysters!”



“Hey…there…Commander,” Baxter called to Commander Tilleran as she headed up to her station on the bridge.

“Yes, Captain?”

He walked up to her station, leaning against it as she plucked at its controls. “How ya doing?”

“Fine,” she said, still looking at her panel.

“Getting along fine, with all that, you know, telepathic addiction stuff?”

Tilleran chuckled. “Sir, you really should have been a counselor.”

“You’re making jokes.” Baxter smiled. “That’s a good sign.”

“I’m fine.” She looked up at him and gave a small smile. “Really.”

“Well, I just wanted you to know you’re doing a great job. Commander Richards and I have noticed a renewed dedication to your duties. You seem to be your old self again.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” Tilleran said, which was mostly true. There was just this one nagging thing…

“Good, good,” Baxter said, glancing about idly, shifting from foot to foot. He looked at her panel. “So. Scans, huh?”

Tilleran sighed. “Do you need something, Captain?”

Baxter took a big breath. “Well, now that you mention it…apparently, our cadets have not logged enough bridge duty, or completed any of a dozen activities they’re supposed to be doing as part of their field internship.”

“Didn’t you and Richards use Piper and Mathers as caddies on the holodeck golf course?”

“It was mini golf,” Baxter said. “But that’s beside the point. The cadets are only on board another two weeks, and in that time they’re expected to go on four away missions, chart a star cluster, and investigate a mysterious stellar phenomenon that may or may not be voiced by actor Richard Mulligan.”

“That’s a tall order.”

“Are you up to it?” Baxter asked eagerly.

Tilleran blinked. “Up to what?”

“It’s slow around here.” Baxter looked around the bridge and then back to Tilleran. “I’d like you to take the Escort out on a little test run. Wherever you want to go; the mission parameters are up to you. Just put the cadets through their paces. Give them a good shakedown. What do you say?”

Tilleran thought about it a moment. This was the kind of assignment she wouldn’t have gotten a month ago, or even a week ago, for that matter. The crew had been keeping her rather at arm’s length since she’d returned from her “time away,” coming to terms with her telepathic addiction. This was big. And, if she planned the trip right, she could make a slight detour and resolve the thing that had been keeping her awake nights. “You can count on me, Captain!” she said brightly.

“I knew I could,” Baxter said, patting her on the arm. “The Escort’s already prepped and ready to go. And by that, I mean the air recyclers are on everywhere …including the…” He blanched. “Captain’s Reading Room.”

“Thank Providence,” Tilleran said, and stood. “In that case, I’d better get busy.”

“Go get ’em, Commander!” Baxter said, and strolled back to the command chair.



“So we’re agreed,” Tilleran said. “A meeting is in order.”

On the monitor in Tilleran’s quarters, Crellus shook his head incredulously. “Are you buying properties from me or what?”

“No. You know very well I’d be grinding up against you right now if I were interested in properties. Such is our custom.”

“Fair point,” Crellus said. “Still, I have to admit, your approach here isn’t exactly giving me frentil bugs in my stomach.”

“This is a businesslike arrangement,” Tilleran said. “You are nearing the age of consummation, as am I. We were promised to each other at age three. So this relationship must, at the very least, be…explored.”

Crellus grinned. “And how, my dear Ariel, do you plan on exploring it?”

Tilleran sunk into the chair opposite her panel and stretched her arms out. She felt a little hum deep in her belly, warm and inviting. “I’m open to all ideas.”

“Yes, I know all about your…openness.”

It was Tilleran’s turn to smile. “Is that a problem?”

“Not at all.”

“Well, let’s not get our hopes up. Like I said, this is all just…exploratory…at this point.”

Crellus nodded patiently. “Well, I just so happen to be closing a deal in the Kalibasas system. What’s say we meet there in four days?”

“You’re on,” Tilleran said, watching the coordinates feed into a window on her desktop screen. “It just so happens I’m running a detached mission and the location is up to me. I’ve got to put our cadets through their paces. Kalibasas is as good a place as any.”

“If it will bring you to me, I wholeheartedly agree.”

“Just don’t keep me waiting. I’m a woman in her prime, after all.”

“You don’t have to remind me,” Crellus said, and blew a kiss at Tilleran. “Until then, Ariel.”

“Yep,” Tilleran said, watching Crellus disappear from her screen. She leaned forward and switched the screen off, and felt a chill of fear. What the hells was she doing?



Cadet Piper staggered out of the airlock, following Mathers and Sparks.

“I’ll never get used to that,” he moaned, clutching his stomach. “How can we be such a technologically advanced species, and yet we still haven’t figured out how to board an upside down ship without nearly vomiting?”

“There’s no ‘nearly’ about it,” Mathers muttered.

“I’m sure someone’s figured out a way,” Sparks said, staring back at the airlock thoughtfully. “It’s just that none of them serve aboard the Explorer.”

“Plus, it’s fun,” Lt. Commander Tilleran said, standing at the end of the corridor, hands draped behind her back. “I’m glad to see the three of you are punctual.”

“Do we really have to do this?” Piper asked. “I’ve got a lot of appointments. Well, Counselor Peterman has a lot of appointments, and I’ve been seeing them for her.”

“Yes, we have to do this,” Tilleran said. “You cadets might as well do a little more than shlep luggage around while you’re here. That is what your internship is all about, isn’t it?”

“Hey! I was acting science officer for two weeks!” Sparks protested.

“And we’re all really impressed, Cadet,” Tilleran said.

Well, this is getting off to a good start, Sparks thought, thinking of Plato. She hadn’t spoken to him since he stormed out of the holodeck more than a week ago.

“Have no fear, Cadet,” Tilleran said, clapping Sparks on the back. “Something tells me you’ll enjoy yourself on this trip.”

“You might want to get your telepathy checked,” she muttered to herself.

“What’s that?”

“Nothing!”

Tilleran shook her head, and turned to head back to the bridge. “Get settled in, people. We’ll be meeting in an hour to discuss the mission.”

“A week is a long time to be away,” Piper said, as the group headed the other way, toward what were laughingly called the ship’s guest cabins.

“Yes, it is,” affirmed Sparks.

“A long time to leave unfinished business back there.” He pointed back at the airlock.

“Maybe some time away is what I need,” Sparks said, mostly to herself.



“The Kalibasas System,” Tilleran said, pacing the small bridge of the Escort. Considering the thing was little more than a hollowed out cockpit, with three tiny bridge stations, a wall of panels along the back and a command chair in the middle, she considered herself fortunate to be able to pace around at all. “Can anybody tell me what’s so special about this system?”

“Nothing,” Sparks said, plucking at the science station. “Except a few rocky worlds with no tangible value.”

“No discernable value,” Tilleran said. “But that doesn’t mean there’s no value at all. We’re going to enter into geosynchonous orbit around Kailibasas Three and take a look around. Correction…” she pointed at the cadets. “You’re going to take a look around, set up camp, and complete a survey of the planet.”

“So we just beam down and look around?” Sparks asked. “We’ve done that before.”

“I’m so sorry you feel the mission is redundant, Cadet,” said Tilleran. “But part of being in Starfleet is not questioning your orders. You carry them out. For now, just maintain our course. You have the bridge.”

“But…”

“We’ll arrive at the Kalibasas system in less than three days. I suggest you prepare yourselves by practicing tactical scenarios.”

“Which tactical scenarios?”

“That you can figure out for yourself,” Tilleran said with a coy smile, and retreated out the aft bridge door.

“Lot of help she is,” Piper said.

“Well,” Sparks sighed, shifting to the command chair. “This is what we’re here for. Let’s start practicing.”

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather be back on the ship dating a half-changeling?” Piper suggested.

“Shut up, Piper. You’re not a counselor on this trip.”

Piper smiled. “But I just can’t help myself.”

Sparks gritted her teeth. “Try.”

“Guys, don’t fight!” Mathers protested.

“We’re not fighting, Colby,” Piper said, turning to his panel. “Just friendly sparring.”

Sparks looked at him sidelong. “Yeah. Right.”



“What is she thinking?” Sparks asked, drawing her knees up and leaning her chin between them as she stared across the Escort’s puny mess hall, watching Tilleran, who seemed intent on her padd and only occasionally sipped from her cup of tea.

“She’s thinking of ways she can humiliate and embarrass us, I’d imagine,” Piper suggested.

“She’s just doing her job,” Mathers said. “Somebody’s got to whip us into shape. It might as well have been her.”

“I figured it would have been J’hana,” Piper said.

“She gives me the creeps,” Sparks mused, staring at Tilleran, running two fingers through her hair and twirling it.

“J’hana, or Tilleran?” asked Mathers.

“Both of them,” Sparks said.

“It must have been tough when she broke it off with J’hana,” Piper mused. “I hear she did it because she couldn’t maintain her professionalism anymore.”

Sparks turned a wary eye on Piper. “Are you trying to tell me something, Ethan?”

“Nope,” Piper said innocently.

“J’hana and Tilleran were…together?” Mathers asked. “Wow. Now I’m starting to feel weird…”

Sparks sighed. “I’m going back to the bridge to run some tactical simulations. If either of you care to join me, c’mon up.”

Piper and Mathers sat there a couple minutes looking at Tilleran after Sparks left.

“You wanna go up there?” Piper asked.

Mathers stared at Tilleran. “In a minute.”



After a quiet dinner, Tilleran returned to the captain’s quarters, which was really just the Captain’s ready room, with the sofa opened up into a bed. Life on the Escort was all about economy of space.

Tilleran busied herself at unfolding the bed and straightening its childish star and moon sheets, her last act before slipping into her silk pajamas and calling Crellus for a status update.

It was a tad off-putting for Tilleran to sleep in this particular couch-bed. Forgetting for a moment that a large bar tended to poke into your back from underneath the mattress, this bed was also the site of much…

Tilleran shook her head, trying to rid herself of impressions of Baxter and Peterman in full coitus mode on the same couch bed. How could they do anything with that damn bar sticking in their backs?

Well, it was either this or a standard crew cabin, which was about one fourth the size with a bed that would generously be referred to as a shelf.

Just then, the door to the captain’s quarters chimed.

Relieved at the diversion, Tilleran looked up and called out, “Come.”

The door slid open to reveal Cadet Mathers.

“Hiya, Commander,” Mathers said, stepping in. “Is this a bad time?”

“I was just about to go to sleep. As should you. I’ve got a lot of simulations planned for you tomorrow.”

“Uh huh,” Mathers said, and stepped further into the room. “Well, I was just stopping by to see what you were up to.”

“I’m just getting ready for bed,” Tilleran said. “That’s what I’m…up to…” She trailed off as her face went hot and she felt a chill ride down her spine. “Cadet?”

“Yes,” Mathers said, sauntering over, leaning up against a wall.

“Are you all right?”

Mathers smiled. “I’m better than all right. I can’t get you out of my mind.”

Tilleran winced, as a strong telepathic impression sailed from Mathers right at her. “Cadet! I am your superior officer! You shouldn’t be thinking these kinds of things!”

“I can’t help it,” Mathers said, stepping closer to Tilleran and looking in her eyes. “‘Every time I look at you I feel shot right through with a bolt of blue. It’s no problem I mind, but it’s a problem I find, living a life I can’t leave behind.’”

“Are you reciting poetry to me, Cadet?”

“Classic Earth poem. ‘Every time I see you falling, I get down on my knees and pray. Waiting for that final moment…’” He took Tilleran’s chin in his hands. “‘You say the words that I can’t say…’”

Tilleran looked into Cadet Mathers’ eyes and felt his stare. She thought long and hard. Licked her lips.

“NO!” she finally shouted, pushing Mathers away. “Get back to your quarters now, Cadet!”

Mathers blinked, stumbling back. “Uh, Commander…what am I doing here?”

“Nothing. Nothing, Cadet,” Tilleran said, ushering Mathers to the door. “Just, uh, get back to your quarters and prepare for tomorrow’s exercises.”

“I’m feeling a little nauseous.”

“That makes two of us. Sleep next to a bucket,” Tilleran said, pushing Mathers out the door.



“I don’t understand it,” Tilleran said, as Crellus listened intently on the viewscreen in her cabin. “I’m not sending out telepathic impressions anymore, and even if I did, the last thing I would want is for Cadet Mathers to come on to me.”

“Has this ever happened before?” Crellus asked.

“Not this particular thing, no,” Tilleran said. “I would remember something like this.”

“I’m afraid I have no explanation. Unless of course…”

“NO!” Tilleran fairly shouted. “It’s not that. It can’t be that.”’

Crellus blanched. “What if it is?”

Tilleran backed away from the screen and sighed deeply. “Then we are in a lot of trouble.”



“Have you heard anything from Tilleran today?” Cadet Piper asked as Sparks sat rigid in the command chair, staring intently at the viewscreen.

“No, and I’m fine with that,” Sparks said. “I’ve already catalogued four nearby star systems and cross-referenced them with our records at memory alpha.”

“I had a tuna sub for lunch,” Mathers offered helpfully from the tactical station.

Piper leaned on the command chair and stared at the screen. “What’s so interesting on the viewscreen?”

“Space,” Sparks said. “The final frontier.”

“Hmm,” Piper said. “So what am I supposed to do? Counsel you guys?”

“You could make yourself useful and check on the engines. We’ve been riding at high warp for the better part of two days. I’d love it if we didn’t blow up.”

“You’re cheerful,” Piper observed.

“No, I’m not. There. We’ve discussed my feelings, so you can say you successfully counseled me.”

“You don’t have to be snippy.”

“Did any of you feel the need to make out with anyone last night?” Mathers asked.

“No,” said Piper and Sparks in unison.



Tilleran stared blankly at her desktop terminal. Nearly three days had passed, and the Betazoid had been keeping her crew at arms length, until she could find a solution to her odd feelings and the reactions she was eliciting in her men.

“Are you sure you can’t find her?” Tilleran asked.

The man on the terminal shook his head. “She’s probably in a board meeting, or out to lunch, perhaps. I could try to raise her on planet comm…”

The door to her cabin chirped.

“No, don’t bother,” Tilleran said. “I’ll call her later.” She looked up. “Come.”

The door slid open to reveal Cadet Piper.

“Greetings, Commander,” Piper said. “I just wanted to let you know that…” He trailed off and sniffed at the air, then looked at Tilleran, his eyes glazing a bit.

“Cadet, please tell me…”

“Are you wearing a new perfume?” Piper asked, giving Tilleran a long, hard look. “Or doing something different with your hair?”

“Cadet, keep your distance. That’s an order,” Tilleran said. “What did you want?”

“We’ve arrived in the Kalibasas system.”

“Good. Take us into orbit of Kalibasas Three and then tell Cadet Sparks to assemble her away team and beam down.”

“You’re not going to…” Piper glanced at Tilleran. “You know, supervise? Provide…discipline if necessary?”

Tilleran sighed. “You all know what to do. Sparks has been on several away teams. Even you and Mathers have had the occasional…experience.”

“I got eaten by a giant puppy.”

“So there’s nowhere to go but up,” Tilleran said, standing and moving behind the couch, establishing a barrier between herself and Piper. “Just report to the bridge and then beam down when ready. Tell Sparks that she’s in charge and that you are all to thoroughly explore the planet. I don’t want to be disturbed unless there is a major crisis. Got that?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

Tilleran nodded. “Then go!”

“One more thing, Commander,” Piper said, moving toward the door.

“What?”

“You have the deepest, darkest eyes I’ve ever seen. They’re like two wormholes, twinkling…”

“GO!”



Three figures materialized on the stark, white, icy surface of Kalibasas Three. One of them put her hands on her hips and glared at the barren landscape.

“This sucks,” Sparks said, as Mathers pulled out his tricorder. “There could at least be trees.”

“Nope. No trees,” Mathers said. “There is a concentration of xenon gas however, that’s just low enough not to kill us.”

“That’s nice,” Piper said, turning to Sparks. “See? Things are looking up.”

“Plus we get to wear the environmental jackets,” Mathers said, snug in his thick, well-padded jacket. “Toasty!”

“Shut up and pull out your tricorder. Let’s get this overwith.”

“Commander Tilleran said to be thorough,” Piper said.

“She also said I’m in charge. So…” She waved around at the dusty landscape as the wind picked up and swirled ice chips around. “Get busy.”

The trio walked along a valley of snow and ice, ringed by more, well, snow and ice. Mathers and Piper scanned with their tricorders, waving them around and recording their data, while Sparks waved her palm beacon along the contours of the valley wall.

“Say,” Sparks said, after they’d walked in silence for several minutes. “Has Commander Tilleran been acting a little…odd on this mission?”

“Nope,” Mathers and Piper said in unison.

Sparks glanced at them sidelong. “Are you sure about that?”

“I would have been the first to notice,” Piper said. “I’m a counselor.”

“Assistant counselor,” Sparks smirked.

“I think she’s been nice. A little firm, but I sort of like that about her,” Mathers said.

“Yes. She is firm,” Piper said. “Really, really firm.”

Sparks turned on Piper and Mathers. “Are you two…no, nevermind. I don’t want to know!”

“What?” Piper asked, looking at Mathers, who shrugged.



“I came aboard as soon as I could,” Crellus said, appearing in the doorway to Tilleran’s temporary quarters in the Captain’s ready room. “I’ve just put the finishing touches on a blockbuster deal and I feel like celeb…” He stared long and hard at Tilleran as she sat on the couch with her head in her hands. “Ariel, you’re…positively radiant!”

Crellus was handsome than ever, in a finely crafted suit from the Men’s SuitStation, his smile white and dashing. And he was talking about a deal. For Crellus, it was about material things, money, land, sales. Tilleran shrunk inwardly at that. This was why she had a hard time picturing them married. He just didn’t want the things she wanted.

“My…‘radiance’ is the problem,” Tilleran said. “For the last week or so, something’s been building in me, and I think it’s reaching its peak right now.”

Crellus worked his jaw thoughtfully. “Do you think it’s…”

“I don’t know. I never paid attention in health class…”

“Well, then…” Crellus said, and stepped into the cabin, allowing the door to close. “I have a couple of days before I have to get back to Betazed. I’ve…parked my shuttle in your bay.”

“That so?” Tilleran asked, looking up at him as he walked over. Every fiber of her being said that she was rushing into this, that she and Crellus didn’t have enough in common, that they could never be happy together. No, that wasn’t right. Not every fiber. There was one fiber that was telling her something very different. And that fiber was screaming at the top of its fibery little lungs.

“It’s a small bay,” Crellus said, stepping closer, and unbuttoning his shirt.

“The smallest,” Tilleran gasped, feeling her cheeks flush.

“And my ship…”

“Don’t say it…”

“Well, it’s quite a ship,” Crellus said, pulling his shirt off as Tilleran sprung to her feet and devoured him in a deep, long kiss, wrapping her arms around him and pulling him down onto the couch.

“Does this couch fold out?” Crellus asked, stopping briefly to catch his breath.



Cadet Sparks sighed and slapped her combadge again as her long hair swirled in the wind, whipping into her face. “Sparks to Tilleran.”

“Still nothing?” Piper asked, stepping up next to Sparks as Mathers unloaded his backpack and began setting up a small campsite, with pots, pans and an instant flame kit.

“Nope,” Sparks said. “And I’ve been able to interface with the Escort’s computer, so I know it’s not a matter of sensor interference.”

“Well, I’m looking forward to camping out!” Mathers said. “It’s so…adventurous!”

“It’s freezing,” Sparks said. “And Tilleran doesn’t seem interested in our progress reports.”

“Maybe she’s testing our independence,” Piper said. “We are supposed to be learning how to take care of ourselves on this trip.”

“Well, I for one am tired of being tested,” Sparks said, taking off her backpack and sitting on it as Mathers started the fire. “That, coupled with the fact that there is NOTHING of any value or interest on this planet, leads me to wonder why we’re still here.”

“We still haven’t explored the western continent.”

“We’ll beam over in the morning,” Sparks said. “Meantime, let’s…ugh…rough it.”



Something rumbled in the ground and Cadet Mathers awoke with a start. “Mommy?” he asked, darting up from his sleeping bag and looking around the small thermo-sealed tent he shared with Cadet Piper.

“You really need to stop asking for your mommy in your sleep,” Piper moaned, rolling over in his sleeping bag and pulling the flap up over his head for extra warmth. And quiet.

“I’m not sleeping.”

“Well you should be. We’ve got to be up at oh-five hundred to continue the survey. So sleep.”

“I heard something,” Mathers said. “I’m gonna go check it out.”

“You really didn’t. And you really shouldn’t,” Piper muttered.

“Thanks for the counseling session. I’ll call you if I need backup,” Mathers said, shrugging his environmental jacket on over his thermal pjs and grabbing his combadge, tricorder, and a phaser. Piper was already asleep as Mathers slipped on his boots and stepped out of the warmth of his tent and into the blustery cold outside. If the planet was frigid during the day, then it was downright arctic at night.

Mathers fumbled for his palm beacon and trudged out into the icy night, searching for the source of what had awaken him.

It was a sound. Tectonic, like a gentle shifting of plates. Gentle? Who was he kidding. If the planet was undergoing some sort of geological upheaval, that wasn’t a small thing. Then again, the tricorder was picking up nothing.

Suddenly the ground under Mathers’ feet trembled again. It was stronger now, so obviously he was heading in the right direction. Ahead, a mountain slope loomed, craggy and covered in ice and snow.

The tricorder detected an opening hidden under lots of ice and rock, but Mathers’ phaser made quick work of that.

In minutes, he had melted the ice around the entrance and stepped inside.

His palm beacon cut a swath along the frosty tunnel, that seemed to lead deep down into the mountain, beneath ground level.

After a few minutes of walking, Mathers emerged into an inner chamber, ringed with stalagmites. And the rumbling sound was much stronger now. Mathers could feel it beneath his feet.

The tricorder still showed nothing. The mineral composition of the mountain was doubtless screwing with his sensor readings.

But something was definitely happening.

The rumbling increased in pitch and duration, and now the ground was actually shaking.

Mathers stared at the ground beneath his feet and for the first time realized he probably shouldn’t have gone out alone.

With an ear-splitting crack, the ground opened up, splitting right beneath his legs.

“WAUGGHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Mathers yelped and ran for the door, just as the floor within the chamber ripped open, and gleaming silver liquid oozed up from the cracks.

The liquid oozed along the already slippery cave floor, right under Mathers feet.

The cadet lost his footing as he neared the tunnel and flipped backwards, landing hard on his back.

Dazed, he watched the silver liquid ooze around him. It looked familiar. Mathers rolled over, wincing as his back ached, and pulling out his tricorder. At this range his tricorder sensors were working fine. And as the information rolled across the screen, a smile spread across Mathers’ near-frozen face.



“A lake of latinum!” Sparks asked, hoisting a backpack that was almost as big as her as Mathers lead the way back to the mountain the next morning. “Are you sure?”

“I studied latinum composition during my first-year forensic accounting course. It’s definitely latinum,” Mathers said.

“Does this mean we’re famous?” Piper asked. “Are we going to get a parade or something when we bring all this latinum back to the Federation?”

“I don’t know,” Sparks said. “I don’t know what we’re dealing with here yet.”

“We’re dealing with a discovery of monumental proportions!” Mathers said, turning around and walking backwards as he neared the cave entrance. “We may have singlehandedly balanced the Federation’s budget!”

“The Federation doesn’t use currency,” Piper said.

“Then why do they use gold-pressed latinum?” Mathers asked.

“Sometimes the Federation uses currency,” Sparks said. “It’s complicated, I’m sure. Anyway, we’re not even sure how much latinum there is, or if it’s pure.”

“Oh, it’s pure all right,” Mathers said. “We should contact Commander Tilleran and let her know…”

“Commander Tilleran has made it quite clear she wants us to handle this mission on our own,” Sparks said. “So that, friends, is what we’re gonna do.” She pulled out her palm beacon. “Then we’re going to tell Starfleet what we’ve found. They’ll be giddy.”



“Yer commandin’ off’cer there?” Harlan Baxter asked, chewing on his cigar.

“Uh, she’s in a…briefing right now, Admiral,” Sparks said, still in her environmental jacket, resting her elbows on the armrests of the Escort’s tiny command chair.

“And yersurrtspur?”

“I’m sorry, Admiral. I can’t understand you.” Sparks resisted the urge to pull her hair down in front of her face, as she usually did in tense situations. Probably not a good thing to do when addressing a flag officer.

Harlan pulled out the cigar. His eyes pierced Cadet Sparks from the bridge viewscreen. “You’re. Sure. It’s. Pure.”

“Yes. It’s the purest natural deposit of latinum I’ve ever seen. Not that I’ve seen much latinum. But yeah, it’s pure.”

Harlan leaned back in his chair and considered the statement. “Really.”

“Oh, yes, Admiral. What are our orders?”

“Secure it,” Harlan said. “And transport it to your ship.”

“Sir, we’ve got the Escort. There’s easily ten thousand metric tonnes of latinum down there. Our hold will not fit half that amount.”

Harlan nodded, stuffing the cigar back into his mouth. “Bttr brngn th’Explr.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll contact the Explorer.” Wow. Sparks was actually starting to understand Captain Baxter’s dad. She really was learning something from this internship.



“Wow,” Crellus said, rolling over, mopping the sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand. “I’m impressed. Have you always been…that good?”

Tilleran smirked, rolling over, putting her back to Crellus and tugging a sheet over her shoulder. “I’d like to think so. Then again, when you have sex with an Andorian, your whole world changes. I probably picked up a few tricks…”

“That would explain the thing you did to my back,” Crellus said, wincing.

“No, that was probably the bar in the couch bed,” Tilleran said.

“So…have you figured out…you know, what’s going on?”

Tilleran rolled back to face him. “I have my suspicions.”

“And if your suspicions are correct?”

“Then we have some decisions to make.”

“Want my vote now?” Crellus asked, leaning in and taking Tilleran’s chin in his hand.

“I think I know your vote.”

“So what’s your vote?”

Tilleran thought about it a moment. “I’m still mulling,” she said, and climbed back on top of Crellus.

“Whatever is happening, I’m not complaining,” Crellus said with a smile as Tilleran pulled the sheet over them both.



Cadet Mathers sat at the entrance to what he’d dubbed the “Cave of Cash,” shifting from foot to foot as he monitored his fuzzy tricorder readings. So far, the planet’s geological activity had settled down.

“Sparks to Mathers,” his combadge chirped.

“Go ahead,” Mathers said.

“The Explorer will be here in three days. Captain Baxter’s asked us to hold tight until they can get here.”

Mathers swallowed. “Can’t they get here any sooner?”

“We’re a bit off the beaten path, and they were headed the opposite way when we left them.”

“Oh,” Mathers said.

“What are you worried about, anyway?” Sparks asked. “We’re all alone out here.”

“What if somebody was listening in on your subspace messages?”

“Cadet, this is real life, not a Section Thirty-one adventure novel. Evil people aren’t listening to every…hold on a sec.”

Mathers swallowed hard, wishing Piper hadn’t followed Sparks back up to the ship.

After what seemed an interminable silence, Sparks’ voice returned. “Cadet, we’ve got company. Why don’t you go into the tunnel and hang out in there until I give you the all-clear?”

“C-company? But who…”

“Therrians. I’m sure they’re just curious. Stay put. The mineral composition of the mountain will hide your presence and we need you to guard that…stuff…until the Explorer gets here.”

“Understood,” Mathers said, and dashed into the tunnel. “Um, so my orders are to what?”

“Just hold your position, Colby. Don’t let anyone get past you.”

Mathers nodded at that as he retreated into the cavern. “Yeah. Easy for you to say!”



“I should go down there,” Piper said, looking up from the helm as the Therrian cruiser approached on the screen, squat, brown and turtle- shaped, with daggerlike weapons bristling along its bow.

“I need you at the helm,” Sparks said, shifting in the command chair.

“Well, you should call Commander Tilleran.”

“We can handle this,” Sparks said.

“Shouldn’t she decide that?”

“She’s testing us, and I for one don’t plan to fail,” Sparks said.

Piper looked down at his screen. “Well, the Therrians are hailing us. Maybe they’re testing us, too.”

Sparks shook her head. “On screen.”

The view of the Therrian ship, which was roughly three times the size of the Escort, changed to reveal its bridge, which wasn’t much bigger, it seemed, than the Escort’s bridge. A thick, curvaceous female Therrian sat in the command chair, all six arms folded across her expansive, leather-clad red torso. She glowered at Sparks as if inspecting an ant.

Sparks took the opportunity to speak first. “Therrian vessel. This is Cad…this is Natheena Sparks, in command of the Federation Starship Escort. We are on a survey mission here in the Kalibasas system. Please state your business.”

The Therrian narrowed her eyes and inched forward. “Blurta the Incontrovertible, of the Therrian Supremacy, cruiser Clabeth. And, wouldn’t you know it, I too am here on a survey mission.”

“I hear the fourth planet in this system is lovely this time of year,” Sparks said, hoping the pounding of her heart wasn’t audible on Arblut’s speakers.

“Not interested,” Blurta the Incontrovertible said flatly. “I am, however, quite interested in the third planet. So, being that this is an unclaimed, unpopulated world, I’m going to send a party on down there to investigate. Just to see…what’s what.”

“I’m afraid I can’t let you do that,” Sparks blurted. Piper looked back at her, mouthing “What the hell are you doing?” Sparks gave him a quick, warning glare, and turned her attention back to the Therrian, resolved.

“PARdon?” Blurta the Incontrovertible asked with a chuckle, glancing around at her other officers, who likewise laughed.

“You heard me. I hearby lay claim to this world on behalf of Starfleet Command and the United Federation of Planets. On their authority, I declare Kalibasas Three to be closed to all other survey parties pending a scientific report.”

“Is that so? Well, here’s the problem: I don’t recognize your authority. And even if I did, I wouldn’t respect it. Are we clear?”

“Yeah,” Sparks said.

“So unless you’d like to quote any more regulations to me, I’m going to beam down and have a look for myself.”

Sparks took a breath and stared at the screen. “Fine.”

“Glad we’re in agreement. Blurta the Incontrovertible out.”

“I don’t know how they can stand having to say their entire name every time they talk to somebody,” Piper observed, as the viewscreen returned to a shot of the Clabeth, menacingly pointed at the Escort.

“Get to the transporter room. Now. Grab phaser rifles, ordinance kits, rations and shield generators. Get down to the cavern site and help Mathers hold his position.”

“Are you kidding me?”

Sparks stared at Piper. “I have no intention of letting the Therrians walk away with all that latinum. We discovered it first, and we’re taking it. You understand me?”

“Wow, Nat. I like this side of you.”

Sparks narrowed her eyes at Piper. “GO!”



Tilleran reached up and grabbed hold of the edge of the bed for support and pulled herself up from the floor. “We have got…to stop.”

“Flurg,” Crellus sighed, and rolled over onto his back on the floor. “That was…that was…I think I saw the holy rings for a moment!”

“You’ve got to do something to stop me, Crellus,” Tilleran said. “Tie me to the bed, tie me up and…”

From the floor, Crellus grinned.

“No. On second thought, definitely don’t do that.” She shook her head, trying to clear it, as she shakily rose to her feet.

Just then, the terminal next to Tilleran beeped. As instructed, the computer made a priority subspace link with Betazed as soon as her mother had become available.

Lia Tilleran appeared on the viewscreen, her black eyes impassive and her brow only slightly creased. “Ariel, why oh why have you paged me in the middle of my veraddaball tournament? And why are you naked?”

Tilleran shifted around and sat on the edge of the couch bed, pulling sheets around her. “Mother, something’s happening to me, and I need your help. I need you to tell me if I’m…”

“Dear, is that Crellus Risello laying on the floor beside you?”

“Hello, Mrs. Tilleran,” Crellus said, leaning up, with a sheepish wave.

“Hello, Crellus,” Lia said, and narrowed her eyes, glancing down. “And hello, genitals of Crellus.”

“Mom, let me just get to the point,” Tilleran said, shoving a pillow at Crellus, which he quickly used to cover himself.

“Let me guess,” she interrupted. “You’re overcome with feelings of a sexual nature. And what’s worse, so is anyone who comes near you. It’s as if they’re drawn to you by some sort of empathic pheromone.”

“Well, yes,” Tilleran said. “And I’m not old enough to be going through The Phase yet, so I’ve already ruled that out. So how do you explain…”

“It’s The Phase.”

Tilleran blinked. “Pardon?”

“You’re going through The Phase, dear. Plain and simple. I’m surprised your advanced Starfleet science training didn’t help you figure that out.”

“No. No. Not possible,” Tilleran said. “I’m only thirty-six.”

“These things don’t always happen in an orderly fashion.”

“Can I just say that I’m on board with whatever…” Crellus broke in.

“Go stand in the corner,” Tilleran said with a dark look, then pivoted back to the screen. She leaned in close. “Mom, I’ve let you get away with not being there, pretty much all my life. I’ve accepted that you can’t stand that I’m in Starfleet, and that you love my sister far more than you’ll ever love me. That’s all copacetic with me, really. But I need you right now, more than I’ve ever needed you in my life. Help me understand this. Tell me what to do!”

Tilleran’s mother shook her head slowly and sighed. “Ariel, dear, there’s only one thing you can do. Find a good man, marry him, and reproduce. Preferably the man you were promised too back at the time of joining.” She glanced over Tilleran’s shoulder. “Ah, there he is now. How convenient. See? You didn’t need my help after all. Hopefully, you’re already pregnant. Don’t contact me again until you’ve had a baby! I’ll tell Nekohl you said hello. Goodbye, dear.”

“Lovely woman,” Crellus muttered as the screen went dim and Tilleran sat there, her face slackened.

“That’s my Mom,” Tilleran said softly.

“Well, maybe I should leave so you can mull…”

“No, I know what I’m going to do.” Tilleran turned to Crellus. “This won’t work. It can’t. I’m happy on the Explorer and you’re happy selling properties on Betazed. We’re leading two different lives.”

“That’s it?” Crellus asked, his eyes wide.

“That’s it.”

“You need some time,” Crellus said, and grabbed his pants, sliding them on one leg at a time, then slipping his shirt on. “I’m going to go to one of the other cabins. Give you some space. Then let’s see where we are in a few hours.”

“Nothing’s going to change my mind,” Tilleran said.

“Humor me,” Crellus said, and leaned over, kissing her forehead.

Tilleran watched Crellus go, and flopped over on the couchbed, staring at the ceiling. Once the doors closed and he was gone, she let out a long, low groan and rolled over.



Crellus was in a daze as he walked down the companionway. He nearly missed Cadet Piper, bolting by him, several bags slung over his shoulders.

“Ah, hello, uh, Crewman,” Crellus said with a nod of his head.

Piper nodded politely back at him, then stopped in his tracks. “Uh, hi. Um…who are you?”

“Crellus Risello. An associate of Commander Tilleran’s.”

“Are you part of the test?”

Crellus thought about that. “You know, I’m not sure. But I am beginning to wonder.”

“You and me both,” Piper said, and resumed his run down the corridor.

Wonder what he was on about?



Cadet Sparks clasped her hands together and leaned forward on her knees, staring at the viewscreen on the Escort’s cramped bridge.

“Piper to Sparks. We’re all set up here. No sign of the Therrians yet, but they’ll need a hell of a lot of explosives to get in here.”

“No indication they’ve picked up on your location either, at least for the moment,” Sparks replied. “Just hang tight. The Explorer will be here before you know it.”

“Hey, Nat?” Mathers spoke up.

“Yeah?”

“Are you sure this channel is secure?”

“I encrypted it myself,” Sparks said.

“Oh. Okay.”

“Don’t worry,” Sparks said. “I have everything under…” She glanced at the helm/ops station up front, which now had a blinking red light. She moved up to the station and tapped a few controls, bringing up a readout on screen. “Guys, hang tight. I’m reading another vessel on fast approach. Looks like Orions.”

“Orions?” Mathers gulped.

“Don’t worry, Colby. I’ve got this well in hand,” Sparks said, and hoped like hell she was telling the truth. The comm beeped and she gulped, leaning forward and tapping a control. “Federation Starship Escort, this is…her commander, Nat Sparks here. What can I do for you?”

A broad green man in spiked leather appeared on the viewscreen, peering inquisitively at Sparks. “Do you dance?”

Sparks wrinkled her nose. “Only in social situations.”

“Then you can do nothing for me. I am Grodar, of the pirate vessel Shonara.”

“Do you really have to call it a pirate ship?” Sparks asked.

“I find it’s best to let my intentions known early,” Grodar said. “In this case, my intentions are to take this pesky, worthless rock of a planet off your hands and bring any…scientific samples…back to the Orion Syndicate.”

“The Orion Syndicate has scientists?”

“You are funny,” Grodar growled.

“Is that good?”

“Not particularly. I will deal with you later,” he said, and shut the channel.

Sparks swallowed hard. “Sparks to Piper. You’re…uh, probably going to have more company.”



“Does Cadet Sparks seem to be acting strangely to you?” Cadet Piper asked, his back pressed against that of Mathers, in the dimly lit cave. Each held a phaser rifle across their chest. Each was bundled in a heavy- duty survival jacket.

“She just broke up with Plato. She’s probably having a hard time dealing with all of that. Plus it seems like she wants to prove herself to Commander Tilleran, and by extension, the other senior officers.”

“So you don’t think it’s possible it’s because she…ya know, likes me?” Piper asked.

“No, I’m sure it’s not that,” Mathers said. “You are studying counseling, right?”

“I’m…dabbling.”

“Would you like to dabble with Nat?”

“Wouldn’t you?”

Mathers shrugged. “I think of her more like a sister.”

Piper shook his head. “Not me.”

“Why haven’t you said anything?”

“Because I haven’t found the right moment to talk to her about it. Besides, she’s had a somewhat surprisingly busy social life since we came aboard the Explorer.”

“I know what you mean. First Lieutenant Sefelt, then Plato.”

“Yeah.” Piper sat there a few more moments in silence. “You think I should say something now?”

Mathers turned slightly. “While she’s facing down a Therrian attack ship and an Orion pirate? No, I’d say she probably has her hands full about now.”

“Yeah, but life and death situations have a way of focusing a person.”

“I’m finding that to be true right about now,” Mathers said.

“Really?”

“Yeah. I have a confession to make.”

“What?”

“I cheated in our game of tongo last week.”

“This isn’t helping me.”

Mathers sighed. “Look, I’m just trying not to completely freak out at our present situation. And being that I’ve never had an actual relationship with a woman, I’m probably not the best person to give you advice.”

“Well who else can I turn to? I can’t very well ask Cadet Sparks.”

“Ask Counselor Peterman when we get back. She’s a professional. And she’s been with Captain Baxter a long time. Anyone who can keep that relationship afloat…”

Suddenly a loud thunderclap sounded throughout the cavern.

“Crap,” Piper said.

“Sounds like either the Therrians or the Orions have found us,” Mathers said.

“Or a third party has discovered that we are sitting on a massive latinum deposit, and THEY have found us,” Piper said.

“I find that highly unlikely,” said Mathers.



Cadet Sparks had just gotten a hot cup of greenleaf tea out of the replicator when she turned toward the bridge viewscreen and watched space ripple.

“It’s not supposed to do that,” she said, walking down to the helm console and setting her teacup down on the panel. She did some calculations, then looked up, and all the color drained from her face. “Holy shit,” she gasped.

In front of her, a massive, dark green, eagle-shaped Romulan warbird uncloaked. She didn’t need to look at her sensors to know that the vessel was easily 20 times the size of the Escort.

Sparks was smart enough to know when she’d gotten in over her head. She combed every bit of hair down in front of her face and sunk into the helm seat, belting out in a voice that ill befit her size: “SPARKS TO TILLERAN! I NEED YOU ON THE BRIDGE ASAP! WE’VE GOT ROMULANS!”



Another thunderclap brought Piper and Mathers to their feet.

“It’s getting closer,” Piper said.

“Great scientific analysis,” Mathers said, looking around, panicked, as chunks of rock began to fall around them. “Got anything else?”

“We need to get out of here.”

“You kidding me?” Mathers asked. “Therrians are outside. Or Orions. Or both!”

“You’d rather this place collapse on top of us?” Piper asked, then looked behind him. The crack in the ground, beneath which a pool of latinum swirled, was suddenly getting bigger. “Or rather we take a permanent dive in a lakeof latinum?”

“Oh, I’m never good with decisions,” Mathers muttered, slapping his combadge. “Mathers to Sparks. Nat, we’re done here. Let them have the latinum. We’re gonna die in here if you don’t get us out!”

Moments passed, and Mathers and Piper turned to stare at each other, eyes going wide. “She’s not answering,” Piper said. He turned and knelt by one of the small shield generators he’d set up and frowned at its readout. “The tectonic shifts in the cavern structure are overloading she shields. They’ll collapse any minute!”

“We’re dead men,” Mathers said. “Let’s do it. Let’s say the things we’ve been afraid for so long to say!”

Piper screwed his eyes shut. “I love Nat Sparks!”

Mathers likewise shut his eyes, wrapping his arms around Piper in a bear hug. “And I still wet my bed!”

“Ew, man…” Piper moaned. Suddenly, the air around him crackled as she shields collapsed and rocks began to fall all around him. “I LOVE NAT SPARKS!”

Mathers smiled, for the moment not caring that the roof was about to collapse on him and he was about to either be crushed or drowned. “I HATE ASPARAGUS!”

“I DON’T LIKE SPORTS!”

“I ACCIDENTALLY KILLED MY CAT WHEN I WAS FIVE!”

“Gentlemen. Please. Open your eyes.”

The cadets opened their eyes slowly, glancing around. The rumbling had stopped. And in the midst of their panicked exclamations, they must not have heard the transporter beams.

Which would explain why they were suddenly encircled by five Romulans with disruptors raised.

They turned back to each other, screaming.

Mathers buried his head in Piper’s shoulder, moaning. “MOMMMMMMY!”

Before they could panic for much longer, however, they were beamed away, along with the Romulans.



“What the hell’s going on?” Tilleran asked, pulling her hair back into a ponytail and zipping up her uniform jacket as she stepped out onto the bridge and stared at the screen.

Sparks was sitting at the helm, transfixed on the screen. She didn’t turn around. “Pool full of latinum. Therrians. Orions. Romulans. Piper and Mathers. We’re all gonna die!”

“I could just say, ‘spit it out, Sparks, I’m not a mind-reader,’ except I am, so…” Tilleran stared at Sparks for a few moments. “Oh, for Providence sake. Why didn’t you contact me sooner?”

“I gave up after like the ninth time trying,” Sparks shrugged.

Tilleran shook her head. “I deserved that. It’s been a…weird day.”

“No kidding,” Sparks said, and pointed at the viewscreen. “So, about the warbird…”

“Yeah,” Tilleran said, moving in front of the command chair. “Open a channel.” As Sparks worked at her panel, the aft hatch opened and Crellus Risello ducked in.

“Ariel?” he asked. “Is this a bad time?”

“Awful,” Tilleran said. “Could you go away while I…”

“Romulan trade vessel Nasonex,” the grey-haired, unexpressive Romulan said dully as he stood on his bridge. “What is your purpose here?”

“Commander Ariel Tilleran, Federation Starship Escort,” Tilleran said. “Where do you get off laying claim to a planet that’s nowhere near your space? Not to mention endangering Starfleet cadets that are on an exploratory mission under MY command? And how dare you even CONSIDER…”

“Pretok?” Crellus asked, incredulously, stepping down next to Tilleran.

“Crellus?” the Romulan asked, raising an eyebrow. “Is that you?”

“Sure is,” Crellus said. “And this is not the golf course on Ceti Alpha Six, and this is not next week, so what are we doing here?”

“Zoning work, clearing debris. Setting up for construction.”

Tilleran looked from Crellus to the Romulan on the viewscreen, eyes darting back and forth, while Sparks continued to play with her hair.

“Could both of you stop talking for one damn minute?”

Crellus and Pretok looked at each other and shrugged.

“You two are business associates?”

“Newfound allies, yes,” Crellus said. “Century Twenty-Five is becoming a leader in the Federation in helping rebuild Romulus after the Shinzon affair. Part of that effort is the sale of a relatively unimportant property here in the Kalibasas system.”

“Indeed,” said Pretok. “Yet would you believe we found something very strange when we were clearing debris?”

“Do tell,” Crellus said, ignoring an exasperated Tilleran.

“We found two search parties, Orion and Therrian, surveying the planet. Did you forget to file the establishment of rights paperwork?”

“I didn’t forget to file anything,” Crellus said with a knowing nod. “You know it takes four to six weeks to process. You shouldn’t be here yet. You don’t even have the right permits.”

“Got them this morning. Romulans are nothing if not punctual. And I do believe we signed paperwork awarding us rights to this property just yesterday.”

“Indeed you did,” Crellus admitted. “Fair enough. Anything else interesting?”

“Yes,” Pretok said, and stepped aside to reveal a panicked and confused-looking Mathers and Piper. “We found these two guarding a rather sizable deposit of natural latinum.”

“Hi, Commander!” Mathers said, waving meekly.

“Hi, Nat!” said Piper.

“They’ve made…strange confessions without provocation,” Pretok said, his brow knitting with confusion.

“Get them back here immediately!” Tilleran called out.

“She is quite high-strung,” Pretok said. “We’ll beam them over as soon as you lower your shields.”

“Do it, Cadet,” Tilleran told Sparks. “Then get them right back up as soon as Piper and Mathers are aboard.” She turned back to the viewscreen. “What about the Orions and the Therrians?”

“We’ve spoken with them. They will be leaving shortly,” Pretok said blandly. “As, I expect, will you.”

Crellus turned to Tilleran. “This planet is now officially a Romulan holding, Ariel.”

“But I didn’t think anyone owned it…”

“No wonder your mother didn’t want you running her properties conglomerate,” Crellus said, shaking his head. “You probably didn’t even do a deed search.”

“Guilty as charged,” Tilleran said with a nervous chuckle. She looked at Pretok. “So, you won’t be blowing us out of the stars?”

“Correct,” Pretok said. “But I will destroy your boyfriend on the golf course next week.”

“He’s not my boyfriend,” Tilleran said, a little too quickly.

“Could have fooled me,” Pretok said. “Jolan’tru, Mister Risello.” And with that, he disappeared from the screen.

Sparks took that opportunity to turn in her chair to face Tilleran and Crellus. “So you’re telling me we went through all that trouble to guard a latinum deposit that wasn’t even ours!”

“It was nice of you,” Crellus said. “I’m sure the Romulans appreciated it.”

“So we don’t get any latinum,” Sparks muttered.

“On the other hand, a minute ago you were scared to death that you were going to die, so consider this a draw,” Tilleran said. She sighed, and turned to Crellus. “Our guest will be leaving shortly. Mister Crellus, would you wait for me in the landing bay?”

Crellus nodded, and backed toward the door. “I can always wait a bit longer for you, Ariel.”

Tilleran stepped forward and faced Sparks at the helm. “Cadet, I owe you an apology.”

“For what?” Sparks asked.

“For being unavailable. For putting myself before the mission. For jeopardizing this ship and everyone on it just so I could…” She glanced back at the aft hatch. “Explore a possibility.”

“Possibilities are what this work’s all about, seem’s to me,” Sparks said.

“You’re a wise girl,” Tilleran said. “For a cadet.” She shook her head. “But that still doesn’t make up for what I did. You are welcome to write everything up and share it with Captain Baxter when we return to the Explorer.”

“Are you kidding me?” Sparks said. “I had the time of my life! Sure, I was scared. But I got to command a starship and an away team. I got to lead a survey. I got to face off with Therrians, Orions, and Romulans all in one day.” She stood up. “Commander, you gave me the best experience of my internship, by far.”

“I did?”

“Yeah,” Sparks said. “Of course, it helps that we survived. I might have thought differently, you know, had we not.”

“With you in charge, I had no doubts,” Tilleran said, and put a hand on Sparks’ shoulder. “You’ve done well, Cadet. Now would you mind watching the bridge a while longer while I go speak with Mister Risello?”

A slow smile spread across Sparks’ face. “You know what? Not at all…”

“Good. Make sure Mathers and Piper get a hot meal and any medical treatment they need. I’ll be back shortly.”

Sparks walked around to the command chair and eased into it, stretching out her arms and pulling her hair back behind her ears. “Take your time, Commander!”



“It is an…impressive ship,” Tilleran said, standing behind Crellus as he did a preflight check on the launch panel in the Escort’s microscopic bay. It was just large enough to hold a standard Federation shuttle and not much else.

“It fits two,” Crellus said, turning and slinging an arm around Tilleran’s waist. “Care to sail away with me?”

Tilleran looked at Crellus, feeling the heat rush to her face again. “I…can’t.”

“Because you don’t believe a relationship with us will work.”

Tilleran cocked her head. “No. Just because it will take some time to figure out how to…close this deal.”

Crellus stepped closer, raising an eyebrow. “Ariel, you want to close the deal?”

“Call me crazy. Call it The Phase. But yeah, I do.”

“Can you tell me what changed your mind?”

“Real estate.”

“Come again?”

“Your company is helping to rebuild Romulus. One of the Federation’s longstanding enemies.”

Crellus cocked his head. “So if I join the Orion Syndicate you’ll marry me?”

“It’s your compassion. You couldn’t have profited much from the sale of Kalibasas Three.”

“Point of fact, I lost a few noctars on it…”

“Even moreso now that the Romulans have lucked into a huge stash of latinum. Yet still you call it a blockbuster deal, because you know it will help the Romulans.”

“Should work out well for them. They’ve been hurting pretty badly since the Shinzon incident. Chaos, rebuilding…enemy or not, they needed help. And it doesn’t hurt to make an ally on the other side of the Neutral Zone.”

“I like the way you think,” Tilleran said, stepping closer to Crellus. “I didn’t think I would.”

“You can read my every thought. And I yours.”

“Funny how it still takes some time to get to know a person,” Tilleran said, stepping nearer to Crellus and kissing him deeply on the mouth, one hand clasped behind his neck.

“But you’re still going back to the Explorer.”

“For now,” Tilleran whispered.

“I won’t wait forever for you, Ariel. I’ll wait a long time, but…”

“You won’t have to wait forever,” Tilleran said. “Not even a long time.” She smiled. “Soon enough, we will begin our life together.”

“You sure about this?”

“Yeah. I’ve…just got a lot of ties back on the Explorer.”

“And you’d give all that up for me?”

“Nah,” Tilleran shook her head. “But I’d give it up for us.”



THE END.



NEXT:



Baxter and company have been chasing after Alvin Ficker for the better part of a year. But when they finally come face to face with the Idlewild, will they be able to defeat Ficker and his crew? One thing’s for sure. The timing couldn’t be worse. The crew of the Explorer have a lot on their minds at the moment.




Idle Hands



For Ricardo Montalban–a fine actor, and the ultimate nemesis



The bridge was silent.

Nobody moved. Everyone stared at the viewscreen, waiting for Captain Andy Baxter to do something.

“Andy,” Counselor Kelly Peterman said, stepping up behind him.

Baxter stared at the viewscreen. “It’s no use, Kelly. We’re beat.”

“The hell we are!” Commander Richards piped up, coming up on Baxter’s other side. “Andy, after all we’ve been through, how can you just…”

“We are. We’re beat,” Baxter said, and looked to the viewscreen. “You’ve got us, Ficker. We surrender. What are your terms?”

On the viewscreen, Alvin Ficker smiled broadly. “No terms. Brace yourselves, Explorer. This will all be over in a minute.” He looked off-screen. “Lieutenant Prouse: fire.”



TWENTY-FOUR HOURS AGO



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58694.7. We are making the five day trek back to Earth to return Cadets Piper, Sparks, and Mathers to Starfleet Academy, as they’ve now officially completed their internships. Several of us will also be attending a party in my father’s honor, to celebrate his promotion to Fleet Admiral. In the meantime, we’re enjoying some much needed downtime, if for no other reason than that we’re not currently being chased by malevolent aliens.



“To good times ahead,” Captain Baxter said, raising his drink and clinking glasses with Commander Chris Richards, Counselor Kelly Peterman and (former) Doctor Janice Browning. “I’m glad we could get together like this.”

Counselor Peterman sipped at her pink grapefruit martini and looked around the thriving Constellation Club, as music thrummed on. Just another Saturday night at Mirk’s. Except…

“Has anyone seen Mirk?” Peterman asked. “I’m gonna need a refill soon.”

“We gave him the night off,” Baxter said. “So he’s not running the club or babysitting Steffie.”

“So she’s just alone in your quarters?” asked Browning.

“Nah,” Baxter said, holding up a padd. “We brought the monitor.”

“We could ask Zordok the Bold,” Richards suggested, pointing back at the bar, where the six-armed Therrian busily schlepped drinks.

“Uh, nahh…let’s not bother him,” Baxter said.

“Are you scared of the assistant bartender?” Browning asked, laughing as she sipped from her chocolate toddy.

“He’s…big…” Baxter said. “And he glowers a lot.”

“And he doesn’t put enough olives in the martinis,” Peterman said.

“He’s a great deejay,” said Richards.

“Yes, well,” Baxter said. “I’m content to leave well enough alone.”

“And I’m content to get schlargged,” Peterman said. “It’s been a rough week.”

“Oh, I meant to ask…were you ever able to get Howie out from under his bed?” Baxter inquired.

“That,” Peterman said, “is a sore subject.”

“Well, honey, if it’s what you must do, drink to your heart’s content.”

“I’m the one who should be drinking,” Browning said. “My son is hellbent on joining Starfleet and he’s not listening to reason.”

“Maybe it won’t be such a bad thing,” Richards said. “We all joined Starfleet, and look how we turned out.”

There was a long silence, during which Baxter tossed back his drink and burped loudly. “Yeah, we are the model of perfection.”

“Maybe you could talk to him, Andy,” Browning said. “Explain to him that he has plenty of time to figure out what to do with his life and that he doesn’t need to make hasty decisions.”

“I could talk to him,” Baxter said.

“Maybe you can succeed where Christopher failed,” Browning said, glowering at Richards.

“I said I was sorry! Who would have thought that my bringing Plato to a strip club would have resulted in him wanting to join Starfleet!”

Peterman covered his face. “Where’s a counselor to begin?”

“Just keep drinking, sweetie,” Baxter said, reaching a hand over and comfortingly putting it on hers. “We’re in a noisy bar, surrounded by thudding music and grinding bodies.” A smile slowly spread across his face. “Let’s get ripped, like during the old Aerostar days.”

“We got ripped then?” Browning asked.

“Let’s tear this club up!” Baxter shouted, leaping from his chair and jumping up on top of the table. “C’mon, Kelly.” He took Peterman by the hand and lifted her up onto the table. “I wanna do so many bad things to you…”

“Uh,” Richards said.

“Daddy?”

Baxter blanched, and turned slowly to the source of the voice. “Steffie?” he asked, staring at his three year old daughter.

“You an’ Mommy are silly,” Steffie laughed, holding her Blue Andoorie doll, replete in her polka-dot footy pajamas.

Baxter looked around self-consciously and stepped down from the table, followed by Peterman.

“Sweetie, what are you doing out of bed?” Peterman asked, kneeling by Steffie.

“Couldn’t sleep.”

“But, the monitor…” Baxter stammered, pointing at the padd, which Browning picked up and showed to him.

“It’s off,” Browning noted.

“Oh,” Baxter said, and snatched it. “Well, must be sensor interference. Maybe we’re traveling through a nebula.”

Richards glanced out the large, rectangular windows in the back of the club. “Nope.”

“Well,” Peterman said. “Let’s get you back to bed so you can sleep baby.”

“But I wanna tear dis club up with you and Daddy!” Steffie insisted.

Peterman glared at Baxter. “Now look what you’ve done.”

“Don’t blame me,” Baxter said. “You’re the one who said it would be okay to leave her sleeping in our quarters.”

“It’s only one deck away,” Peterman said. “And what could be safer?”

“Incoming!” a voice cried out.

Browning ducked as a frothy mug sailed over her head and smashed into the opposite wall.

“Yeah, they’re playing beerball again,” Baxter announced, looming protectively over Steffie and calling over his shoulder. “Stuart, Keefler! Time out!”

“Let’s go, sweetie,” Peterman said, standing and taking Steffie’s hand.

“Thanks, honey,” Baxter said, and turned back toward his table. “G’night, Stef. Daddy will see you…”

“In two minutes back at our quarters where he and Mommy will be putting you to sleep and then spending another quiet night at home!” Peterman fairly shouted.

“Kelly, c’mon, I haven’t even finished my…” Baxter said, pointing to his rum and grapefruit.

“ANDREW JACKSON BAXTER: GET OVER HERE NOW AND HELP ME PUT YOUR DAUGHTER TO BED!” Peterman shrieked.

The music stopped and all eyes were on the counselor.

Peterman pushed stray hairs behind her ear and glanced around. “And what on Kronos are you all looking at? Huh?”

“I’d better, uh, go…” Baxter said, and made a hasty retreat to the Constellation Club’s entrance.

“Wow,” Richards said, watching Baxter and Peterman duck out with Steffie. “What was that all about?”

“Marriages can be tough,” Browning said. “At least, so I’ve heard.”

Richards sat back. “Guess we’ll never know.”

Browning shrugged. “Hey, at least you’ve got J’hana.”

“Not sure she’s the marrying type.”

“Only one way to find out.”

“Yeah,” Richards said, and immediately reached for his drink and drained it in one gulp. “Anyway…”

“Is it just me or did it get awkward?” Browning asked.

“It’s the music. They never started it back up.” Richards glanced over his shoulder. “Someone start the music. NOW!”



TWENTY-THREE HOURS AGO



“This had better be good,” Captain Alvin Ficker said, fitfully tying off his robe and stepping into the lab, where Doctor Drake looked up from her terminal.

“It’s better than good,” Drake said. “It’s absolutely scrumptious.” She glanced up at a 2D image of Admiral Harlan Baxter that hung on the wall of her lab. “Just like a certain flag officer I know.”

Ficker scrubbed a hand over his face. “It’s past my bedtime.”

“It’s not even twenty-three hundred,” Drake said.

“Plotting the destruction of Starfleet requires a good nights’ sleep.”

“Well, you should rest easy after you see this,” Drake said, turning her terminal to face Ficker.

He looked at the readouts. “Am I seeing what I think I’m seeing?”

“Do you think you’re seeing a brilliant, ship-mounted brainwashing device fully completed and awaiting testing?”

“No. I really don’t know what I’m seeing. I left my glasses in my cabin.”

Drake frowned. “Well, if you’d brought your glasses, you’d be seeing a status report from your engineers, detailing the implementation of our beautiful weapon.”

“So it’s ready for testing.”

“That’s what I just said.”

A smile spread across Ficker’s face. “Good work, Doctor Drake. Good work. We’ll head toward the Explorer’s last known coordinates and test the weapon first thing tomorrow morning. Take the rest of the night off. You’ve earned it.”

Ficker turned and headed out of Drake’s lab, an extra skip in his step. Everything he’d been through, stealing the Idlewild, recruiting followers, rescuing Maura Drake from Tantalus, had been worth it. He was in sniffing distance of the greatest victory of his career. And Captain Andy Baxter of the Starship Explorer was in for a rude awakening indeed.



FOURTEEN HOURS AGO



“BLUAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

Baxter rolled over, pulling his pillow over his head. “Kelly, could you at least close the door when you do that?”

A greenish-pale Peterman appeared in the doorway of the bathroom, chest heaving. “You could be a LITTLE more sensitive, Andy. I’m turning myself inside-out here. Did you even think of tossing me a warm towel?”

“The warm towels are in there,” Baxter pointed out, gesturing at the bathroom.

“Oh, you are no help, Andy Baxter,” Peterman sighed and returned to the bathroom.

“You should stop by and see Doctor Wilcox,” Baxter said. “You’ve been having these little episodes for two weeks now.”

“Yeah, I’ve been thinking about it. Just putting it off,” Peterman said from within the bathroom. “It’s probably just the new chili recipe Janice’s been trying out. I don’t have the heart to tell her I hate it.”

“Well, for all our sakes, why don’t you switch to something a little less…vomit-inducing.”

“I can’t be sick right now,” Peterman said, clinging to the door frame, hoisting a warm towel in her free hand and holding it to her face. “I’m booked solid with appointments today.”

“At least it seems to clear up as the day goes on, right?”

Peterman raised an eyebrow. “Yes. It does.”

“Well, then, no problem,” Baxter said, sliding out of bed. “Guess it’s time to get dressed.”

“Honey, your pajamas are…wide open…”

Baxter glanced down. “Oh. Right.” He looked up. “What…is this making you even more nauseated?”

“No comment,” Peterman said distantly and turned back to the bathroom. “What about you? Busy day?”

“Not particularly,” Baxter said, stretching and ambling into the bathroom to get his shower. “Just have to see a man about a…boy.”

“Plato?”

Baxter nodded. “Yep.”



TWELVE HOURS AGO



“Waffles,” Ficker said, thumbing through a padd containing FWN’s morning news update.

On the other side of the captain’s cabin, Ensign Snodgrass, Ficker’s aide, obediently marched to the replicator and punched its controls.

Since being among the first to endure Dr. Drake’s brainwashing beam, Ficker had decided to keep Snodgrass in his cabin, for personal chores, the occasional cleaning assignment, and of course, to polish his boots. Ficker’s father taught him that no self-respecting man went through the day without a freshly-shined pair of boots. That important lesson stayed with Ficker all his life.

Occasionally, Ficker felt a pang of guilt about what he’d done to Snodgrass. The young Ensign had, after all, been the first one he’d recruited to the Idlewild. That made him special.

Unfortunately, Drake had shared that the effects of her ray were irreversible. Not that he necessarily wanted to reverse them. After all, the whole point was that he was going to use the beam to convince others in Starfleet to join him in his cause of obliterating Starfleet. Drake’s beam, while rendering its victims fairly dull, did in fact make them incredibly prone to suggestion, which, in this case, was exactly what Ficker needed to carry out his plans.

“Waffles,” Snodgrass announced, setting the plate in front of Ficker.

“Good boy, Snodgrass. Good, good. Brown on the edges, just like I like them!” Ficker said, cheerfully stabbing a fork into the waffles. “Why don’t you go ahead and read the news headlines to me while I eat my breakfast?”

“News,” Snodgrass said, sitting stiffly opposite Ficker at the table.

Ficker slid his padd across the table and Snodgrass picked it up.

“Starfleet Academy prepares for graduation. Federation president calls for reform of Cardassian peace treaties. Second Outlander-class deep-space vessel commissioned to search for first…”

“Blah, blah, blah,” Ficker said as he nibbled a waffle.



ELEVEN HOURS AGO



Months ago, Mirk had requisitioned the Deck 18 conference room as a Maloxitarian meditation room, as a place for all those who (still) followed the Maloxitarian faith to pray to the Directors and reflect on their faith.

There was no push-back from the command staff, as the Deck 18 conference room wasn’t located near any major ship’s departments, and wasn’t really used for anything but the occasional fourth-grade birthday party (when the Deck 14 conference room was otherwise reserved).

Mirk had hoped that the room would be used by those last remaining Maloxitarians aboard, and might even spark a renewal of the faith on the Explorer. He was pretty sure, though, that he was the only Maloxitarian left on the ship after his faith’s brief surge in popularity four years prior.

So the room was pretty much all his. Festooned with a mural of lush, green orchards and piles of gourds, pineapples and kumquats, and scented with only the fruitiest of scented candles, the room had become a sanctuary for Mirk. Since he’d moved in with Lt. Commander Hartley, it had also proved a nice escape when she was in a particularly dark mood (which was known to happen with some regularity).

Today, however, he was in his conference room of solitude for a different reason. He was searching for answers.

“Directors, in all your fruity wisdom, please, speak to me,” Mirk said earnestly, crosslegged on a pile of pillows on the floor and staring at the circle of candles, holding a hollowed-out canteloupe in his lap to help him focus his thoughts.

He looked up at the small, knee-high altar he’d fashioned, complete with a large, bulbous ceramic eyeball that was likewise encircled with plenty of fresh fruit, a daily offering to his gods.

As had been true for the previous eleven days, the Directors didn’t speak. They didn’t elaborate on the cryptic message they’d given him when he’d emerged from the shower, after the difficult business on Retzin, destroying a rock that two of his fellow Maloxians had used to flaunt their powers over a planet filled with unsuspecting resort-goers.

The eyeball just stared back at him. Silent, knowing.

It didn’t seem like the Directors wanted to elaborate on their ominous message, that he’d soon face a critical decision, and that he’d soon be joining the Directors, presumably as one of them.

A Director, Mirk thought. Me.

Mirk felt like he’d done a pretty good job adapting to his powers as they’d grown, slowly but steadily, over the years. But this was different. Becoming a Director…ascending to a sort of godhood…was a lot to swallow. And it came at a steep price.

Mirk barely noticed when the door chime rang. So it rang again.

And again.

Finally Mirk set down his canteloupe and sighed. “Come.”

Captain Baxter ducked in. “This a bad time?”

“You could say that. I’m praying to the Directors.”

“Cool,” Baxter said, stepping in and letting the doors close behind him. “This’ll only take a minute.”

Mirk shook his head and turned, easing to his feet. “What can I do for you, Captain?”

“For starters, can I have one of those kiwis? I’m famished.”

“Those are offerings for the Directors,” Mirk said tightly.

“Yeah, it’s just that I didn’t have any breakfast…”

“There are replicators in like every room on the ship,” Mirk said.

“True, true,” Baxter said. “I’ll grab something later. Look, like I said, this’ll just take a second. You’re pretty close with Plato, right?”

“We don’t speak as often as we once did,” Mirk said, taken off- guard by the question.

“You mean as often as you did last year when you and Hartley baby-sat him for a few months?”

“Yes,” Mirk said. “We obviously spent a lot of time together when you, Doctor Browning, and the others were, er, away…”

“Yeah, good,” Baxter said. “So, in that time…did you get any idea of what Plato wanted to do with his life?”

Mirk thought about that. “Not really. We mostly talked about his studies, and his exercise program with Chaka…and the fact that he missed his Mom. He never really talked about a career.”

“Well, now he wants to join Starfleet, and Janice wants me to talk him out of it.”

“Oh,” Mirk said. “That could be a challenge. Young boys tend to want what they want, you know?’

“Oh, I know. I was a young boy too, once,” Baxter said. “Not as recently as you, mind you.”

“Well…”

“To think you were only sixteen when you joined our crew.”

Mirk smiled. “That was a long time ago, Captain.”

“Lots of good times together, eh?” Baxter said, gently nudging Mirk.

“You could say I grew up here,” Mirk said with a nostalgic grin.

“Good, good. So you’ll talk to Plato then? Great! You have no idea how much this helps. This way I’m not the bad guy with him or Janice, and I can focus on the Explorer’s mission.”

“We’re flying back to Earth to drop off the cadets and celebrate your father’s promotion.”

“Yes, and there are many preparations to make. Reports to file!” Baxter exclaimed and stepped toward the door.

“Hold on a sec,” Mirk said.

Baxter stopped at the door. “What?”

“Janice asked you to talk to Plato, and I’d just as soon not get involved.”

Slowly, Baxter turned to face Mirk. “But…I don’t want to talk to him out of joining Starfleet.”

“Sometimes we have to do things we don’t like, Captain. It’s the way of things.” Mirk idly wondered if Plato might have better luck talking Baxter out of being in Starfleet than the reverse.

“So there’s no way I can talk you into doing this for me?”

Mirk shook his head. “Afraid not, sir.”

Baxter’s shoulders slumped. “Can I at least have the kiwi?”



TEN HOURS AGO



“Great day in the morning!” Captain Ficker announced, stepping out onto the bridge. “Do you feel it? The energy in the air, palpable, like freshly-mined dilithium!”

“Perhaps the air-recyclers are malfunctioning,” Commander Roland Worthy said helpfully as Ficker made his way to the command chair.

“Leave it to you to take the romance out of my day,” Ficker said, settling into his seat beside Worthy.

“As I understand it, adding ‘romance’ to your day is not part of my job.” Worthy stroked his beard. “However, announcing our progress on adjusting the Idlewild’s systems to accommodate Doctor Drake’s weapon, is.”

“She told me about it last night,” Ficker said. “Why do you think I’m in such a good mood?”

Worthy slammed a fist into the arm of his chair. “Damn it! I told her I wanted to tell you.”

“Oh please,” Ficker said. “Does it really matter who told me? All that matters is what we do with the weapon. In particular, what we do to Captain Baxter.”

“Yes…and the rest of Starfleet, right?” Worthy asked.

“Of course, Commander.” Ficker leaned back in his chair and watched the stars rush toward him on the Idlewild’s viewscreen. “But first things first. Are we ready to launch our test?”

“Astrometrics has just completed its diagnostics on the subspace array. We’re ready.”

“Very good. Any starships in the vicinity?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact,” Worthy said. “A Tellarite freighter will pass very close to us on a trade route. We can intercept in less than two hours.”

“Then change course to intercept the freighter,” Ficker said. “And summon Doctor Drake to the bridge.”



NINE HOURS AGO



Lt. Commander Hartley sat at her desk and stared long and hard at the engine output reports. Something wasn’t right with the warp core’s intermix ratio and she was determined to find out what. Warp core mechanics weren’t her specialty, but she was the chief engineer, and if she wanted to have a baby, she’d have to…

Damn it.

There was that “B” word again. It had a way of creeping into her thoughts lately, certainly without her wanting it to. She was trying to think of anything but that, at the moment, as long as Mirk continued to stubbornly evade her questions on the subject, as he had done for the last week and a half now.

Hartley’s thoughts were stirred when there was a beep at her door. Doubtless it was Ensign Stuart again wanting to know if she was ready to run an analysis on the injectors yet. Not that she was in the mood to deal with that at the moment.

“Come,” she mumbled, staring at her screen.

Plato appeared in the doorway and poked his head in. “Megan? Uh, I mean, Commander Hartley?”

Hartley looked up, surprised. “Plato? What are you doing down here?”

“Oh, you know, walking around the ship, checking things out…”

The engineer resisted the urge to ask Plato why he didn’t have anything better to do and instead just smiled thinly. “That’s nice. What can I do for you?”

Plato stepped in and sat down opposite Hartley’s desk. “Actually, it’s more about what I can do for you.”

“Plato,” Hartley sighed. “We’ve been over this a thousand times. I’m married, and it’s not appropriate for us to…”

“No, no, no,” Plato said, waving his hands. “Not that. I’m long since over my crush on you. I see you more now as a…mentor.”

Hartley narrowed her eyes. “Really?”

Plato nodded. “Yeah, and I kinda want to take that relationship to the next level.”

“And you’re not talking about the romantic sense?”

“Totally not,” Plato said. “I want to be your apprentice.”

Hartley cocked her head quizzically. “Apprentice?”

“I want to learn what it takes to be a good engineer.” He set a padd in front of Hartley. “I’ve been doing some research and I’ve found out that Starfleet department heads can request civilian help from the ship’s population if they see a need. A few shifts in engineering…” He smiled. “And your watchful guidance…would really enhance my application to Starfleet Academy.”

Hartley squinched up her nose at that. “You’re applying to Starfleet Academy?”

“You don’t have to make a face at the idea,” said Plato. “It’s what I want to do. Is it really so hard to believe? All my friends, all my role models, are in Starfleet. Everyone I care about…” He drifted a bit. “It’s just what I want to do. So will you help me or do I need to speak to someone in another department?”

Hartley gave Plato a long, hard look. “You’re serious.”

“Oh yeah,” Plato said, inching forward.

“Does your mother know about this?”

“She’s on board,” Plato said. Well, that wasn’t really a lie. She was on board the Explorer, at the moment.

“All right,” Hartley said, easing back from her desk. “Let me see what I can do.”



EIGHT HOURS AGO



“Power up the transmitter,” Captain Ficker said, leaning forward in his command chair.

“Transmitter powering up,” Dr. Drake said, leaning against the science console at the rear of the Idlewild’s bridge. “Ten seconds to full capacity.”

“Route control to Lieutenant Prouse’s station,” Commander Worthy said, perched right beside Drake, determined to watch her every move as she monitored the subspace device.

“MUST you stand so close?” Drake asked, glancing at Worthy.

“Yes, I must,” Worthy said flatly.

“Tellarite vessel coming into range,” Lt. Angelina Prouse said from the tactical station on the other side of the quarterdeck.

“Hail them,” Ficker said with a smirk, rising to his feet and nodding back at Prouse.

“You’re on,” Prouse announced.

A bushy-bearded Tellarite appeared on the viewscreen, squinting his deep-set black eyes at Ficker.

“Freighter Frepak. This is Captain Lutz. What do you want, Earther? Why have you summoned us?”

“Is that any way to talk to your new master?” Captain Ficker asked, stepping foward on the bridge.

“Master?” the Tellarite snorted. “I am in no mood for jokes, and I’m of a good mind to report you to Starfleet Command.”

“Oh, no!” Ficker said, clapping his hands to his face and looking back at Commander Worthy. “Did you hear that, Roland? He’s going to REPORT us!”

“Saints preserve us,” Worthy deadpanned.

“Yes, well, I mean it,” the Tellarite said, looking at Ficker oddly. “Are you…all right? You seem…giddy for a Starfleet captain.”

“That’s because I’m not just any Starfleet captain. I’m the commander of a new order. And you’ll soon be joining us, to ring that new order in!”

“That’s it. Helm, hard about. Get us out of here. Warp…”

“NOW, PROUSE!” Ficker said, pumping his fist.

A screeching, almost musical sound filled the Tellarite’s bridge (one that Drake promised was filtered by the Idlewild’s bridge speakers, ensuring that none of Ficker’s crew would be affected by the strange sound).

Moments later, the sound stopped, and the Tellarite captain blinked at Ficker.

“Well, Captain Lutz,” Ficker said, stepping forward, eagerly rubbing his hands together. “Have you reconsidered your…stance?”

“Stance?” Lutz parroted back. “Would you like me to reconsider my stance, sir? I’d be happy to.”

Ficker spun around and threw his hands up in the air. “Rapture! Glee! It’s done!”

His gesticulations earned some odd looks from Crane at helm and Stambling at ops.

“Yes,” Worthy said, narrowing his eyes at Ficker. “Rapture indeed.”

Doctor Drake smiled coyly. “Did you doubt me, Captain?”

“Not at all,” Ficker said.

“Sir,” Lt. Prouse said. “What are we going to do with the Tellarite ship now?”

“First we’ll send an away team over to verify our findings,” Ficker said, pacing the bridge, hands folded behind his back. He glanced over at the viewscreen, where Captain Lutz still stared at him, glassy-eyed.

“And then?” Worthy asked.

“Then we use our Tellarite friends to attract a much larger fish.”



SEVEN HOURS AGO



“Ahh, Plato. Good.” Captain Baxter popped the last slice of kiwi into his mouth and gestured for Plato to step into the readyroom and sit in the chair across from his desk. “Thanks for stopping by.”

“I’d prefer you call me Crewman Plato, Uncle Andy,” Plato said, sitting opposite Baxter.

“Well, okay.” Baxter eased forward and rested his arms on the desk. “Then you can call me Captain Baxter.”

Plato pulled a bit at the collar of his grey jumpsuit. “Yes, sir.”

“Now, then. What’s all this about becoming part of Starfleet?”

“I think it’s pretty self-explanatory. I want to help out around here. I’m tired of hanging around belowdecks while the rest of you risk your lives to save mankind!”

Before Baxter could answer, the comm bleeped.

“J’hana to Baxter.”

“Yes, J’hana,” Baxter sighed.

“Sir, we have a situation down in the mall. Ensign Ravins punched Lieutenant Bledsoe during the fire sale in the Dillon Supply Depot, over a phaser-powered beard trimmer.”

“Neither of them have beards. And isn’t Ravins a woman?”

“As I discovered during their interrogation. Orders?”

“Twenty-four hours in the brig,” Baxter said, then added. “Uh, separate cells.”

“Good choice, sir. May I rough them up on the way?”

Baxter shook his head. “No!”

“Fine. J’hana out.”

Baxter shook his head. “What was I talking about?’

“How I can best serve on the Explorer,” Plato said earnestly.

Baxter got up from his seat and walked over to Plato, resting his hand on his shoulder. “Plato, would you mind telling me what this is really about?”

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

“You’ve never expressed even a passing interest in what we do in Starfleet. Then Cadet Sparks comes along, and gets you all gooey inside, and then just before she leaves the ship, you break up and…”

“How’d you know we broke up?”

“Um, last week’s briefing,” Baxter said. “Anyway, you just want to join Starfleet because Sparks is in Starfleet. And that’s no reason to…”

“Why can’t it be a reason?” Plato asked. “Why can’t I do it for love?”

Baxter stared at Plato a moment. “Because it needs to be about more than that.”

“Why did you join Starfleet?”

“Because my dad told me to,” Baxter said, sinking onto his couch.

Plato pivoted in his chair. “And Commander Richards?”

“Failed out of art school.”

“Counselor Peterman?”

“To get rid of her Australian accent.”

“My mom?”

Baxter slumped a bit. “The free food.”

“See! We all have our reasons.”

“Yes, but your Mom…she’s worried sick about this. She doesn’t want you risking your life the way she did…”

“She risked her life?”

“One or two times.”

“And wasn’t it for something she believed in?”

“I guess. Although sometimes it wasn’t really on purpose.”

“Don’t I have that right, Captain? To risk my life for something I believe in?”

Baxter leaned back on the couch. “Your mom is going to kill me.”

“It’ll just start with engineering shifts. Commander Hartley’s already said it’s okay.”

“All right, Plato,” Baxter said with a small smile. He leaned forward. “If it’s that important to you. But you’ve got to promise me you’ll be careful. And tell your Mom I put up a much bigger fight.”

“Okay, Uncle Andy…I mean, aye, Captain Baxter!”

“That’s a boy,” Baxter said, standing up and pulling Plato into a hug. “All right, you’re dismissed. Report to Commander Hartley in engineering and see if she can’t find a few projects for you.”

“Thanks again, Uncl…Captain!”

“Don’t mention it,” Baxter said, turning to the window at the back of his ready-room. “I am in such deep shit,” he said to no one in particular, staring out the window. “Such totally deep shit.”



FIVE HOURS AGO



“That’s it, Captain. Clear your thoughts. Center yourself.”

Captain Alvin Ficker opened his eyes. “It’s not working. Damn it, Shank. I’m just too giddy!”

The Vulcan philosopher raised an eyebrow. “Giddyness is an emotion I’m afraid I’m not familiar with.”

Ficker leapt to his feet and strode about Shank’s quarters, spreading his arms wide. “I just can’t believe the time is finally here. Captain Baxter and the Explorer are facing certain oblivion and I’ll be the cause! Isn’t that spectacular?”

“I can understand why you would view it as a favorable result,” Shank said. “However I am more interested in your plans to destabilize and revolutionize Starfleet.”

“One thing at a time,” Ficker said. “First we have to eliminate the Explorer.”

“As you’ve said,” Shank said. “However, I am confused. If you really want to destroy Starfleet, shouldn’t you begin by eliminating its flagship? Surely the Enterprise is a better target.”

“Bah, the Enterprise is overrated,” Ficker said with a wave of his hand. “I’ll deal with that twit Picard in time. My quarrel is with Andy Baxter.”

“Indeed,” Shank said, steepling his fingers. “If I may say so, Captain, I believe you are letting your emotions guide you.”

Ficker slapped Shank on the back merrily. “I’m human, Mister Shank. That just comes naturally.”



TWO HOURS AGO



“Alrighty,” Doctor Holly Wilcox said, sidling up to biobed three, as Peterman sat on the edge, fitfully kicking her legs. “What seems to be the problem?”

“Should Dean be eating that?” Peterman asked, pointing to the former Aerostar crewman who Wilcox had married some time after he had suffered a traumatic brain injury.

Holly clicked her tongue as she glanced over her shoulder at Dean, who had a medical tricorder in his mouth. “Dean, sweetie, I told you we’ll be having lunch soon. Just relax while I finish with this one last patient!”

“Dean hungry!” Dean protested.

“And I told you we’ll go down to Janice’s later!” Holly said testily, and turned to Peterman.

“Everything okay?” Peterman asked.

“Yeah. He’s just been a little fussy lately.”

“Lover’s quarrel?” Peterman grinned.

“Sort of. But with a lot more…drooling…” Holly said. “Still, he’s fantastic in bed…”

Peterman shifted uncomfortably. “So…about that nausea.”

“Yes,” Holly said. “Well, there are a number of things I can test, but I’ll start with the obvious.” She took a breath, hugging her padd to her chest. “Have you had your…regularly scheduled…plasma discharge?”

“My…” Peterman began. “Oh. You mean my…oh my…”

“Well, yes,” Holly said. “It’s med school one-oh-one, really…when a woman is sick, you know, in the morning…” She gave that time to sink in and Peterman turned a notable shade of green.

“Oh…oh, wow…” Peterman said, blinking.

“So the first thing I’d like to do is give you a pregnancy test,” Holly said, and took a medical tricorder (thankfully not the one that had been in Dean’s mouth). “It’ll only take a sec…”

“No!” Peterman said, sliding off the biobed. “I mean, no thanks, Holly. That won’t be necessary.”

“Really? I’d think you’d want to know, especially if it turns out you’re, you know…”

“No, I’m sure I’m not. Just a bit of a flu bug. I’ll be going. You and Dean have a wonderful lunch!”

With that, Peterman dashed out of Sickbay leaving a bewildered Holly Wilcox behind.



ONE HOUR, FIFTY MINUTES AGO



“Damn hang nail,” Ficker said, looking at his fingernail and poking at it with a plasma-clipper. “It’s always that last one that just…sits…there…and…arghhhh! I can’t get it!”

The door to the readyroom chimed.

“What!” Ficker exclaimed.

“Sir,” Commander Worthy said, ducking his head in. “I heard a scream. Are you all right?”

“I am fine,” Ficker said. “I am just…deep into planning the destruction of Starfleet!”

“Oh,” Worthy said. “Want some help?”

“That will not be necessary,” Ficker said. “I can handle this part on my own. Just see that the Tellarite ship does what it’s told.”

“Aye, Captain,” Worthy said, and left the ready room.



ONE HOUR, FORTY MINUTES AGO



“Ahh, Bradley Dillon!” Counselor Peterman said with a forced smile as she walked up to the counter at Dillon’s Supply Depot. “How are you?”

“I am fine. I have made seventy-two bars of latinum, eight strips, today,” said the holographic store manager, a near-perfect replica of Federation President and Dillon Enterprises CEO Bradley Dillon.

“That’s great,” Peterman said, as she casually slid a small box across the counter. “Just one of these. And some gum. Definitely need some gum!”

“I see,” the Dillon hologram said, and studied the box. “The Daddy Dillon Instant Pregnancy Test.”

Peterman glanced around the empty store, then leaned over the counter. “SHUSH!”

The hologram cocked his head quizzically. “I’m sorry. I do not understand.”

“Look, I need to make this purchase, for a special friend of mine, and it’s of the utmost importance I do so with…” She leaned even closer. “All due discretion.”

“I see,” Dillon said. “You got someone pregnant?”

Peterman blew hair out of her face exasperatedly. “Just sell the damn thing to me and keep your holographic mouth shut!”

“Oh. You suspect that you are pregnant. Of course.” The Dillon hologram nodded and tapped a few controls on his padd. “That will be nine slips of latinum.”

“Okay,” Peterman said, taking the padd. She was about to put her thumb on the payment indicator when the hologram reached out a hand to stop her.

“I must inform you at this time that I am programmed to accept bribes.”

Peterman narrowed her eyes. “Oh, of course you are.”

“Perhaps you would prefer to pay one bar of latinum for the test. I will give you the gum for free.”

Peterman rolled her eyes. “If I knew even the first thing about programming holograms…”

“I assure you, this is a fair deal, at least it is as of three months ago, when President Dillon pushed through several pieces of pro-business legislation in the Federation Council.”

“Oh, naturally!” Peterman exclaimed and angrily stabbed the padd with her thumb.

“Good luck with your magical discovery!” the holographic Dillon waved as Peterman grabbed up her supplies and stormed out of the Depot.

“Go to hell, Dillon!” she called back over her shoulder.



ONE HOUR, THIRTY MINUTES AGO



The door chime to Ficker’s readyroom bleeped again and Ficker sighed, throwing his padd down. He’d almost finished reading the days comics.

“WHAT!” he asked exasperatedly.

The doors parted to reveal Roland Worthy and a slight, cocoa- skinned cadet with big, baleful blue eyes.

“Hello, uh, Captain,” she said sheepishly.

“Cadet Jessamyn Bloxom, sir,” Worthy said dully. “She requested an audience.”

“This is not a good time,” Ficker said with a wave of his hand.

“It’s important, sir,” Bloxom said, stepping forward and folding her hands behind her back. “Permission to speak freely.”

“If you must,” Ficker said, as Worthy stood behind the cadet and let the doors to the readyroom close behind him.

“Well, sir, it’s just that I’ve been having my doubts,” Bloxom said, stepping closer to Ficker’s desk. “I mean, I liked what you said about a brighter, better Starfleet. I liked the idea that your new Starfleet embraces cadets like us who struggle for acceptance.”

“Yes. All good stuff so far,” Ficker said with a small yawn.

Bloxom half-turned away and looked out the window in the ready- room. “But I just…I heard what we are doing with these experiments…and with the Tellarite ship, and what you’re planning to do to the Explorer…and I don’t know. It just seems so…mean.” She turned to face Ficker. “I really don’t think you should do this, sir. There has to be a way to get what we want without hurting people. Don’t you think?”

Ficker took a long hard look at Bloxom. He stood up and walked around his desk, kneeling to face the petite cadet. “You’ve obviously given this a lot of thought.”

“Yeah, I did,” Bloxom said with a sniff. “I was really scared to come talk to you.”

“Well, there’s no need to be scared, Cadet,” Ficker said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “You did the right thing. You came to me with very important information.”

“So you’ll think about calling all this off?” Bloxom asked, looking at Ficker with her big eyes.

“Oh, heck no,” Ficker said. “But thanks to you, I know there’s an information leak aboard, and that’ll have to be dealt with.” He straightened up and walked back behind his desk. “Commander Worthy, relieve Miss Bloxom of duty and send her to Doctor Drake for experimentation. Also have Shank mind-meld with her and find out who told her about my plans. Whoever that might be, have them sent to Drake for experimentation, too. Can’t have dissension in the ranks!”

“B-b-b-but…” Bloxom cried out as Worthy took her by the arm and led her out of the readyroom.

“You did a great thing today, Cadet,” Ficker said. “The first step to fixing a problem is to admit you have one. The second step is to get your brain refurbished. The next time we talk, you’ll be a new person. Literally!” Ficker blinked. “Hey, did I use the word ‘literally’ right?”

“I think so,” Worthy said.

“Very good. Dismissed!”

“Nooooooooooo!” Bloxom screamed as Worthy dragged her away. Thankfully, the doors to the readyroom closed, leaving Ficker to work in peace. There wasn’t much time left, and he still hadn’t clipped his toenails.



ONE HOUR, TWENTY MINUTES AGO



Lt. Commander Tilleran smoothed her uniform as she waited for J’hana to answer her door-call.

“Come,” the Andorian finally said.

Tilleran ducked into J’hana’s security office and looked around. “Wow, haven’t been in here for a while.”

“No reason for you to come in here,” J’hana said. “Unless you’ve been committing some crimes I don’t know about?” Her antennae twitched as she looked up at the Betazoid science officer. Funny thing was, she wasn’t even kidding.

“Oh, no, nothing like that,” Tilleran said. “I just…I’ve been thinking about things, and you know, how quickly time goes by.” She glanced at J’hana, who stared back blankly. “You know, life changes…and before you know it…you’re stuck doing something you never thought you’d spend your life doing, and you, well you, you analyze things and…”

J’hana leaned back and folded her arms. “You want to get back together.”

Wow, considering they shared an Imzadi bond, J’hana wasn’t getting it at all. Tilleran found that odd, but attributed it to the fact that she was going through “the phase,” a Betazoid version of menopause that imposed a near-irresistible urge for one to mate and reproduce. It was odd, in fact, that J’hana had not pounced her yet. Perhaps it had the opposite effect on one’s Imzadi?

“No, that’s not it at all.” Tilleran shook her head and chuckled. “This is so hard, J’hana. I…”

Suddenly the comm system beeped.

“Richards to all senior staff: Yellow alert. Report to the bridge ASAP. Please. Thanks!”

“You heard him,” J’hana said. “You can give me your sniveling emotional news after we solve the crisis of the week, if you like.” She stood and walked past Tilleran, giving her a hearty punch in the shoulder. “Come on, Betazoid. Let’s find out what’s going on up there.”

“Sure,” Tilleran said, and followed J’hana out of the room.

So much for that.



ONE HOUR, TEN MINUTES AGO



“Andy Baxter,” Doctor Browning said, stepping out of the turbolift and onto the bridge.

Baxter turned from where he was chatting with Richards at the front of the bridge. “Janice. We’re at Yellow Alert. You should be below…”

“You know, I was ticked enough that Chris would plant the Starfleet idea in Plato’s brain. But then you go an encourage him. Andy, you know I rely on you to pick up the pieces when Christopher does something stupid.”

“Hey!” Richards protested.

“She’s right, you know,” Baxter said.

“Hey!” Richards said again.

“Seriously, Janice, we can talk about this later,” Baxter said, and pointed at the viewscreen. “We just got a distress call from a Tellarite freighter with engine trouble. We need to send a team over there to make sure they avoid a warp core breach.”

Browning stared at Baxter. “Will you be sending Plato?’

“Well, I was,” Baxter said. “But now I guess…not?”

“You’re damn right about that.”

“Can he monitor from the bridge?”

Browning continued to fix her gaze at Baxter. “I guess.”

“It’s not like he’ll be in Starfleet,” Richards said. “He’s just picking up some engineering shifts and learning from Lt. Commander Hartley.”

“Oh, I’m sure he has all sorts of things to learn from Commander Hartley,” Browning said, and headed toward the turbolift. “Anyway, I’ll be down in my restaurant. Try to keep my son out of harm’s way, okay?

“Sure, Janice,” Baxter said, and watched Browning go.

“You know, you are the Captain,” Richards said.

“What do you mean by that?”

“Oh, nothing,” Richards laughed as J’hana and Tilleran stepped out of the turbolift and took their respective stations, relieving Sparks and Mathers.

“Should we stay, Captain?” Sparks said as she crossed the quarterdeck.

Baxter nodded. “Might as well cram in some learning in the last few days.”

“Since you haven’t done much in the last seven months,” Richards said in a low voice.

“Shush,” Baxter said. “Sparks, take the mission ops console. Mathers, you can take the auxiliary/environmental console.”

“Sir, I was really craving a hamburger…”

Baxter glared at him.

“Which I can surely eat later,” Mathers said, and quickly jogged over to the small aux/environment console on the other side of the bridge.

“Senior staff is in place,” Richards said. “J’hana, Tilleran: We’re on our way to intercept a Tellarite freighter in distress. I want full scans and tactical analysis by the time we get there.”

“We’ll be in transporter range of the freighter in ten minutes,” J’hana said, looking up from her panel.

“Any other communication besides the distress call?” Baxter asked, and looked back at J’hana.

She shook her head. “They are radio silent. Could be a technical malfunction.”

“Full scans, Tilleran,” Richards ordered. “We don’t want any surprises.”

“Their engines are definitely heading toward an overload,” Tilleran said. “Estimate warp core breach in thirty minutes.”

Baxter nodded. “Bridge to Engineering.”

“Hartley here.”

“Commander, form your team and be ready to beam over to the Tellarite ship with Richards and J’hana in ten minutes.”

“We’re on our way.”

“Oh, and send Plato up here.”

“Really? Doctor Browning talk you out of sending him on the away team?”

Richards stifled a laugh.

“No. Captain’s prerogative,” Baxter said, and stuck his tongue out at Richards.



ONE HOUR AGO



Ficker stepped out of his ready room and looked over the bridge, which was operating at perfect efficiency. Yes, even this ragtag bunch of misfit officers fell into line under Ficker’s superb leadership.

And the ones who didn’t were sent down to Doctor Drake.

“Status,” Ficker said, leaning on the railing that surrounded the command chairs.

“The Explorer is beaming a team over to the Tellarite ship now,” Worthy said, standing at the front of the bridge, hands on his hips.

“Any sign they have detected us?”

“Indeed not. The Dentz Nebula is masking our sensor readings perfectly.”

“Good,” Ficker said. “Be ready to execute our plan on my order.”

“We’re ready,” Worthy said, and smiled broadly.

“Get Doctor Drake back up here,” Ficker said. “I’m sure she’ll want to see her handiwork.”



FORTY-FIVE MINUTES AGO



“Can I get you a drink?” Mirk called from the other room as Peterman stood in her bathroom and stared at the little box she’d been staring at for nearly an hour.

“Nope,” Peterman said.

“Sorry, it’s a reflex. The bartender in me…”

“Really, I’m fine. Do you need anything?”

“Nope. Steffie and I are watching her recording of Blue Andoorie and the Andorites.”

“She never gets tired of that, huh?” Peterman asked, gripping the counter and staring at herself in the mirror.

“She loves the color blue. Could explain why she doesn’t recoil from J’hana like most small children do…”

“Thanks again for watching Stef,” Peterman said. “You’re a big help.”

“No problem. It takes a lot of work to raise a child, I’m sure. Much less more than one!”

“What do you mean?” Peterman asked, panicked.

“Oh, nothing. I just come from a big family.”

“Right, right,” Peterman said, and finally reached down, ripping open the small box. “Oh gosh, oh gosh, oh gosh. Pee, don’t fail me now!”

“Should you close the door or something?” Mirk called from the other room.

“Oh. Right. Computer: seal door!”



THIRTY-FIVE MINUTES AGO



Hartley looked up from the slag that once was the freighter Frepak’s engines. “Someone made twisted metal out of this thing pretty easily. I haven’t gotten the metallurgical analysis back yet, but I’d swear it was a phaser rifle that did it.”

“A Starfleet phaser rifle?” J’hana asked, looming behind Hartley with Richards at her side.

“Can’t be sure at this point, but it’s possible,” Hartley said, leaning down and running her tricorder over the engines. “Anyway, we’ve managed to siphon off all the anti-deuterium residue from the cooling compartment and we were able to shut down the injectors.”

“So a massive explosion isn’t in our future?” Richards asked.

“Nope,” Hartley said, and stood, wiping off her uniform pants. “Any luck with the captain or crew?”

“They were…aloof,” J’hana said.

“That’s saying a lot, coming from you,” Hartley said.

“Is it ever,” Richards said.



THIRTY MINUTES AGO



Drake stood at the back of the Idlewild bridge and folded her arms, smiling in triumph. “It’s finally here. Everything I’ve worked for…”

“Everything WE’VE worked for,” Worthy corrected her. “And do not count your defeated starships before they hatch.”

“Well said, Commander,” Ficker said, patting Worthy on the back. “But Doctor Drake is right. Now is the time to celebrate. It’s time to show the Explorer crew the error of their ways!”

The emotions had been building in Ficker all day. He hated Baxter with the heat of a thousand suns. And now he finally had him where he wanted him.

The feeling was palpable.

After a lifetime of losing, Alvin Ficker was finally going to win one.

He could barely contain his glee.



FIFTEEN MINUTES AGO



“Hey,” Cadet Sparks said, glancing from the secondary science panel at Plato, who sat behind the aft engineering console. “So…bridge duty, huh?”

“I’m sorry, Cadet, but I’m here to do a job,” Plato said coldly and plunked at the controls on his panel.

Sparks sidled over to Plato. “Do you even know what you’re doing?”

“Commander Hartley trained me on this panel this morning,” Plato said. “I’m quite comfortable with its functions.”

“Why are you talking like that?” Sparks asked, pushing hair out of her face and looking into Plato’s eyes.

“Like what?”

“All…Starfleety?”

“Thank you for the compliment, Cadet. Now, if you don’t mind, I am going to analyze the aft power coupling. I believe I can increase its efficiency by point seven percent.”

“Ooh, Plato. Why are you doing this now? Just before I leave!”

“Doing what?” Plato asked placidly.

“Treating me like I’m…” She struggled to keep her voice low. “Other people!”

“I’m just doing my job, Cadet,” Plato said, and returned his attention to his panel.

“Cadet,” Tilleran called to Sparks, who sighed and looked up.

“What?”

“Come over here and look at these readings.”

Sparks walked over. “Yeah. It’s the Dentz Nebula. Pretty standard, Class Two.”

“Yeah,” Tilleran said. “That’s what I thought.”

“So why did you call me over?”

“Because…” Tilleran shook her head. “I…feel something.”

“Is it your hormones again?” Sparks asked, remembering back to her mission with Tilleran on the Escort.

“Shhhh!” Tilleran leaned down into Sparks’ face. “Nobody here is to know about that. Got it?”

Sparks shrugged. “Sure. So is that all? Can I go back to my panel and…”

Tilleran had stopped listening to Sparks. Her eyes widened as she turned her attention to the viewscreen. She shut out the other noises on the bridge. The constant mental chatter of the bridge crew, and others on the Explorer.

And she focused on something else.

An unmistakable feeling.

Tilleran’s eyes went wide as the realization hit her.

“Captain! Get our team back now and go to Red Alert!” the Betazoid fairly shouted, pounding her panel.

Baxter turned, raising an eyebrow. “What?”

“DO IT!” Tilleran pleaded.

Baxter nodded. “Red Alert. Baxter to away team. Prepare for immediate departure.”

“May I ask why?” Richards’s voice replied over the comm.

Baxter turned to Tilleran. “An…impression from our science officer…”

“Captain!” Tilleran insisted.

“Yes. Mister Keefler…”

“Sensor contact, bearing two one six point zero one five!” Keefler called out. “It’s the Idlewild!”

“Holy shit,” Baxter said, his eyes widening. “Keefler, get our people back now and get the shields up. Arm all weapons. Lieutenant Madera: Evasive action!”

“What’s happening?” Plato asked, looking to Sparks.

“Just sit tight, Plato,” Sparks said, and watched on the viewscreen as the stingray-shaped Sabre-class starship came flying out of the Dentz Nebula, phasers blasting.

The blasts slammed into the Explorer, sending it pitching hard to port, and sending Baxter crashing to the deck.

Sparks fell backwards too, but Plato stretched his arm out, a good two meters, and slung it around her, keeping her on her feet.

“Thanks…” she gasped.

Baxter crawled to his feet as panels exploded around the bridge and smoke spewed out. “SHIELDS!”

“We got our team back, but the Idlewild got the first blast in before I could get the shields back up,” Keefler said, looking at the viewscreen.

“Return fire,” Baxter said, staggering back to his command chair.

“Primary power conduit offline,” Keefler said, looking over his panel. “That’s engines and weapons. We’ve still got life support and most secondary functions. And shields are back up at half strength.”

“They knew just where to hit us,” Tilleran said, steadying herself and looking over her panel.

“Plato,” Baxter said, and couldn’t believe he was giving his surrogate nephew an order.

“Y..yeah, Uncle…I mean Captain…”

“Go down to engineering and help Commander Hartley with the primary power conduit. She’s going to need every spare hand she can get.”

And truth be known, engineering was a safer place right now.

“But, Captain, I want to stay with…”

“Go!” Baxter said, and Plato dashed into the turbolift. “Sparks, Mathers: You, too.”

The trio ran into the turbolift, pushing past Richards and J’hana as they stepped out. “What the hell happened?” Richards asked, as J’hana relieved Keefler.

“That,” Baxter said, pointing at the screen.

The Idlewild sat on the viewscreen, facing the Explorer, completely still.

“Open a channel,” Baxter said.

J’hana tapped her console. “No response. Could I please have my weapons back?”

“They’re working on it,” Baxter said. “Baxter to Hartley. How’s that power conduit coming?”

“It’s slagged!” Hartley said plainly. “I need you to buy me some time, Captain!”

Baxter nodded. “If you can possibly work faster, Commander…”

“Well, not wasting my time with idle chatter would be a good start!”

“Touche,” Baxter said. “Still no response from the Idlewild?”

“Nothing,” J’hana said.

Baxter looked around his bridge, dimly lit and a bit smoky from the recent hits his ship had taken, and he took stock. Suddenly he realized someone wasn’t there.

“Kelly,” he said, and looked to Richards. “Baxter to Peterman.”

No response.

“You have the bridge, Chris,” Baxter said, and ran up to the aft turbolift.

“NOW?” Richards asked incredulously.

“Yes, now,” Baxter said. “I’ve got to…”

“Peterman here,” the voice came back, distant and small.

“Kelly,” Baxter said. “Where are you?”

“I’m…in our quarters.”

“Steffie…”

“She’s fine. Mirk’s here with us. We told her we just hit some turbulence.”

Baxter looked around the bridge. “You could say that. Honey, I need you up here. Ask Mirk to stay with Steffie a while longer.”

“Andy…”

“She’ll be fine. Mirk’s omnipotent, remember?”

There was a pause. “He prefers ‘megapotent.’”

“Whatever. Please, Kelly, get up here.”

There was a long pause. “On my way.”

Baxter looked at J’hana. “Post an armed guard at my cabin, Commander.”

“By the hive mother, I swear, your child will not be harmed,” J’hana said with a toothy grin.

“That’s comforting,” Baxter said, and for once, meant it. He looked back at the viewscreen.

“So what do you think they’re doing over there?” Richards asked.



FIVE MINUTES AGO



“HOOORAY!” Ficker said, popping a champagne cork and drenching himself in bubbly. “We’ve got them!”

“Sir,” Worthy said calmly from behind Ficker, who poured a glass for himself and for Doctor Drake. “The Explorer crew is no doubt working feverishly to repair their power conduit. If we allow them time to restore power, they may escape…”

“Nonsense. Lieutenant Prouse made a surgical strike,” Ficker said, and raised his glass to the stern tactical officer standing aft. “To you, Lieutenant Prouse!”

“Still, Captain,” Worthy said. “We should proceed.”

“Quite right, Commander, quite right,” Ficker said, and clinked glasses with Doctor Drake. “By all means, Lieutenant Prouse. On screen.”



FOUR MINUTES AGO



“Ficker,” Baxter said flatly, staring at the cheerful, bespectacled captain on the viewscreen.

“Ah, Captain Baxter. It’s been too long.”

“Not long enough,” Baxter said, looking to Richards, then back to the screen. “What do you want?”

“What do I ever want?” Ficker asked. “To reach an understanding between us, Andy. Two men. Two captains of fine ships, both determined in our quest to do right by ship and crew.”

“Yes, except one of us is a blathering idiot.”

“And also crazy,” Richards pointed out.

“Your words hurt,” Ficker said. “They really sting.”

“Not nearly as bad as my weapons are going to sting as soon as we get them back online,” Baxter said, praying Hartley was hurrying.



THREE MINUTES AGO



“Stuart, Tarpley, Finnegan, Plato, Mathers, Sparks!” Hartley called out, slinging an engineering kit over her shoulder and running along the massive expanse of conduit in the Explorer’s primary power access tube, which ran the spine of the ship.

“Coming!” Sparks said, juggling lengths of duranium and polyduride, along with the others. Bringing up the rear, Mathers dragged an antigrav loaded down with conduit patching supplies.

“Double time,” Hartley ordered, unslinging her bag and pulling out a phase coupler. “Find a stretch of conduit and start patching. Now!”

“Where do we start?” Mathers asked, surveying the endless stretch of conduit, which was pocked in several places by black holes.

“Just pick a spot. And hurry!”

“Is there…” Plato asked, looking around, feeling more than a little overwhelmed. “Are these live conduits?”

“No,” Hartley snapped. “And that’s part of the problem. C’mon, Plato. You wanted to help, didn’t you? Now’s your chance!”

Plato grabbed length of metal and ran down along the conduit piping. “Yes, sir!”



TWO MINUTES AGO



Ficker stood on his bridge, unable to wipe the smile from his face. “I hate to put such a fine point on it, Captain. But you’re finished. It’s over.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?” Baxter asked, standing on the viewscreen, with bridge crew shuttling about behind him and Richards at his side, arms folded.

“You’re stalling,” Ficker said. “How cute. Look, I know we knocked out your primary power coupling. And I know you’ll get it back up, probably in fifteen minutes or so.”

Baxter stared daggers at Ficker. “So what are you waiting for?”

“Just savoring the moment,” Ficker admitted. “C’mon, admit it. You didn’t see us coming. You thought you’d seen the last of us.”

“Starfleet Security knows about you,” Baxter said, feigning disinterest. “You’re somebody else’s problem now.”

“No,” Ficker said darkly, looking over his glasses at Baxter. “I’m your problem right now.”



ONE MINUTE AGO



Counselor Peterman leaned against the back of the turbolift, staring at the ceiling as it rode up through the bowels of the Explorer, and silently thanking the Great Bird that synthehol had no ill effects on pregnancies.

She’d reset the test and taken it three times. That was one of the nice features of the Daddy Dillon Instant Pregnancy Test. You could try it again and again.

Again and again, the readout flashed the same. A grinning Bradley Dillon with two thumbs up. If you weren’t pregnant, it would be two thumbs down. If you were negative for osteoporosis, he gave you the O.K. sign. And somehow, it knew just by analyzing your urine if you planned to vote for him in the upcoming election. And the gesture for that was quite predictable.

Peterman heaved a deep breath as the turbolift doors opened up. “Andy, I know this is a bad time, but we’ve got to…”

“Counselor!” Ficker said from the viewscreen. “What a pleasant surprise. I’m glad you could be here for this moment.”

“Me too,” Baxter said in a quiet voice as Peterman jogged down to join him at the front of the bridge.

“Hartley to bridge,” came the engineer’s breathless voice. “I’ve almost got it. Give me ten more minutes.”

“He doesn’t have that much time, I’m afraid,” Ficker said over the viewscreen.

“Oh, and tell Captain Ficker I said that he can go fuck himself!” Hartley shouted over the comm.

“And I don’t have that much time either,” Ficker said over the comm. “Well, now it’s your move, isn’t it, Captain?”

Baxter balled his fists, staring at the viewscreen and working his jaw, feeling Peterman’s presence as she stepped up behind him.

The bridge was silent.

Nobody moved. Everyone stared at the viewscreen, waiting for Baxter to do something.

“Andy,” Peterman said.

Baxter stared at the viewscreen. “It’s no use, Kelly. We’re beat.”

“The hell we are!” Commander Richards said, standing next to Baxter. “Andy, after all we’ve been through, how can you just…”

“We are. We’re beat,” Baxter said. “You’ve got us, Ficker. We surrender. What are your terms?”

On the viewscreen, Alvin Ficker smiled broadly. “No terms. Brace yourselves, Explorer. This will all be over in a minute.” He looked off-screen. “Lieutenant Prouse: fire.”

“All power to forward shields,” Richards said, looking to Baxter. “And if somebody wants to come up with a genius idea, now’s the…”

“Something’s happening,” Tilleran said, gazing over her screens.

“That’s an understatement,” Peterman said, reaching out and taking Baxter’s hand, squeezing it hard.

“Energy spike on the Idlewild,” J’hana said, looking up. “She’s channeling a lot of energy through her subspace array.”

Baxter stared at the screen, eyes locked on Ficker.

A beat went by, and Ficker turned back to his tactical officer. “Prouse! What’s taking so long? It didn’t take this long before….”

Suddenly a shower of sparks rained on the Idlewild bridge. Her lights dimmed, throwing Ficker into shadow. Then he disappeared from the screen, replaced by a scene of the Idlewild sitting in space.

“Report!” Baxter called out.

“Overload in her communications array,” J’hana said. “Whatever they were shooting at us…backfired.”

Peterman gasped.

Tilleran looked up from her screens. “They’ve suffered ship-wide power failures. Some sort of chain reaction…”

“Now we destroy them,” J’hana said.

“With what?” asked Richards.

“Baxter to Hartley!”



“We’ve got to get engines and weapons back online now. What can you give us?”

“We’re almost done,” Hartley said, looking up from her engineering tricorder as Plato, the cadets, and a handful of engineers worked on the main power conduit. “Just one more microfracture to patch.” She glanced at the tricorder. “Damn.”

“What?” Plato asked, walking up next to her.

“The last microfracture is in section eighty-nine alpha….” She walked a few meters to the spot where the conduit branched off and shot upwards through the neck of the Explorer’s stardrive section. “About thirty meters along that tube. It’ll take another twenty minutes to climb up there and…”

“No it won’t,” Plato said. “Hand me that protoplaser, Commander.”

“Plato…” Hartley began.

“NOW!” Plato fairly shouted, prompting Sparks to turn and look.

Hartley handed Plato the protoplaser, and his arm suddenly stretched up though the narrow access tube that tunneled through the guts of the Explorer.

“Well?” Baxter asked over the still-open channel. “What’s happening?”

“Stand by…” Hartley said, her gaze shifting up, watching as Plato’s lengthening arm stretched impossibly high through the tube, disappearing from sight.



“WELL?” Ficker demanded, pounding a console on the bridge bulkhead as the lights aboard the Idlewild continued to flicker.

“We are trying to trace the power failure,” came the voice of Chief Engineer Donald Maher. “But no doubt it came as a result of Doctor Drake’s weapon.”

“More champagne, Doctor?” Commander Worthy asked, folding his arms.

“You’re not helping, Commander,” Ficker said, turning his gaze on the Explorer, which sat, invitingly ready to be destroyed on the viewscreen.

“I don’t understand,” Drake said, pushing Ensign Choy away from sciences and running her hands over the console. “It worked perfectly on the Tellarites.”

“Well I guess your device is not quite ready for prime time, Doctor,” Ficker sneered, staring at the Explorer. “Mister Maher, get weapons back online as soon as you can. We’ll have to settle for destroying the Explorer the old fashioned way.”

“Captain, in our current condition, that might not be a foregone conclusion,” Worthy warned.

“Want to make a bet?” Ficker seethed.



“What are they doing over there?” Richards asked, stepping toward the viewscreen and staring at the Idlewild.

“Likely scrambling to get back up and running, just like us,” Baxter said, bracing a foot on the helm console. “Lieutenant Madera, I want you to plot a strafing course, and execute as soon as we get power up.”

“Andy?” Peterman asked.

“J’hana,” Baxter said, and turned to face his chief tactical officer. “Well, you know what to do.”

“Oh, yes sir,” J’hana said, cracking her knuckles. “I cannot wait to…”

“Hartley to bridge. I can’t believe it, but we actually have main power back!”

Baxter could feel the power thrum back to life beneath his feet. Red lights on consoles throughout the bridge turned green.

“That’s it. Madera, J’hana…”

Peterman reached out and grabbed Baxter’s arm. “Andy. No.”

Baxter turned to look at Peterman. “Not now, Kelly.”

“She’s right,” Richards said. “Our priority needs to be the safety of our crew. We’re hardly in any shape to go into combat…”

“Engineering crews on the Idlewild moving rapidly,” J’hana reported. “They could be back up in less than ten minutes.”

Peterman looked at Baxter. “We need to get out of here, Andy.”

“This may be our best chance to stop Ficker,” Baxter responded. “I’m not prepared…”

Peterman looked down, and thought about the events of her day. About what she’d learned. “Andy, I’m telling you, it’s important that we get out of here. Now.” She squeezed his arm hard. “Please. Trust me. Some things are more important than defeating Alvin Ficker.”

Baxter looked from Peterman to the viewscreen, clenching his free fist. “Susan…”

Peterman kept her eyes trained on Baxter.

“Bring us about. Lay in an escape course.” Baxter glanced at J’hana. “Aft torpedoes. Do as much damage as you can do.”

J’hana tapped at her console. “Torpedoes away.” On the viewscreen, torpedoes crashed against the flickering shields of the Idlewild, and the Sabre-class starship pitched hard aft. “Shields nearly breached. Minimal hull damage. Another few salvos will…”

Baxter took a deep breath. “Susan, take us out of here. Maximum warp.” With that, Baxter freed himself of Peterman’s grip and walked back to the command chair.

“Sir!” J’hana pleaded, leaning over her console.

“Engage, Lieutenant,” Baxter said tiredly.

“We live to fight another day,” Richards said with a deep sigh as the Explorer pivoted and shot into warp.

“A coward’s way out, to be sure,” J’hana said.

“I’ll take it,” said Tilleran.

Richards glanced at Peterman. “Counselor?”

Peterman looked back at Richards, then at the streaking stars on the viewscreen. “I’m fine.” She looked at Baxter. Baxter sat in the command chair and stared forward as Richards sat down beside him. “I’ll be, uh, belowdecks.”

Baxter didn’t respond, he just stared blankly at the viewscreen.

“Anyone want a drink?” Richards asked.



“That was amazing!” Cadet Mathers cheered, as he and Ensign Stuart hoisted Plato on their shoulders, walking back into Engineering.

“It was nothing!” Plato said.

Hartley brought up the rear as the others returned to their stations and Stuart and Mathers sat Plato down. “My office, Crewman Plato,” she said, casually walking by the changeling boy.

“Cool, huh?” Mathers asked .

Sparks watched Plato duck into Hartley’s office. “Yeah. Cool.”



“Good work, kid,” Hartley said, as Plato stepped into her office. “But back-talk me like that again, and I’ll turn you into a clay mug.”

“Yes, uh, Commander,” Plato said, his face reddening.

“C’mere,” she said, easing back onto her desk as Plato reluctantly approached her. She put a hand on his shoulder. “You kept your head in a crisis. You stretched…yourself….literally… on behalf of this ship and crew. That means a lot to me.”

“Well, I, uh…”

“Your mom’s lucky to have a kid like you.” Hartley looked up at Plato and smiled. “And one day, some woman’s going to be lucky to have a guy like you.” She leaned forward and kissed Plato on the cheek. “Tell anyone, and I mean anyone, that I was nice to you…”

Plato swallowed hard. “Clay mug?”

“A beautiful clay mug. Yes,” Hartley said, stepping back behind her desk. “Dismissed.”



“Cheers, to once again almost nearly getting killed,” Commander Richards said, raising his drink and clinking glasses with the officers that circled his table.

He was joined by Tilleran, J’hana, and Hartley. Elsewhere in the Constellation Club, other officers similarly cheered the Explorer’s victory.

J’hana, who was seated beside Richards, did not raise her glass. “One more moment and we’d have destroyed that fwarker.”

“Or we might not be here at all,” Tilleran countered.

Hartley stared into her drink, deep in thought, then looked up at the others. “Hey, guys…where’s Captain Baxter? Or Counselor Peterman for that matter?”

Richards shrugged. “Guess they turned in early.”

“Guess so,” Hartley said, as Mirk arrived with another round of full glasses.

“Refills?” he asked brightly.

“Absolutely,” Tilleran said.

“Not me. I’ve got to get back to engineering soon.” Hartley watched Mirk set the drinks down, drawing a glance from Tilleran.

“No probing,” she said, pointing her glass warningly at the Betazoid.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Tilleran said innocently. “But we can talk, if you want, later…”

Hartley nodded. “I do.”

“This party is boring,” J’hana announced, and turned to Richards. “We should mate.”

“Well,” Richards said, leaping to his feet. “Guess we’ll call it a night!”



“Steffie’s down,” Counselor Peterman said, running a brush through her hair and sitting at the edge of the bed she shared with Baxter, who lay on his back, staring at the ceiling.

“Good,” he said softly.

“Look, Andy, on the bridge today…”

“You were right,” Baxter said.

“I know,” she said. “I just didn’t know if you knew.”

Baxter leaned up, and scooted behind Peterman, putting his hands on her shoulders and gently rubbing. “That’s why I asked you to come to the bridge, Kelly. You’re my compass. No matter how much I want to destroy that bastard, I have faith that you’ll keep me pointed in the right direction.”

“I’m glad you feel that way, Andy,” Peterman said, drawing a deep breath. “We have a lot to protect here, you know.”

“I know,” Baxter said.

“More than you can imagine.”

Baxter swung his legs around and moved next to Peterman on the edge of the bed. “What do you mean?”

“Well…you see, today I found out that…”

“Mommy?” Steffie appeared in the doorway, clutching her blanket.

“Sweetie?” Peterman asked, moving down to kneel in front of Steffie. “I just put you down. Are you still having trouble sleeping?”

“Yeah,” she said. “That man outside won’t stop talking.”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “She’s almost as nonsensical as you are when she’s sleepy.” He looked down at Steffie. “There’s no man out there, short stuff.”

“Yeah,” Peterman said, reaching to take Steffie’s hand. “Let’s go, babe…”

“I’ll take her,” Baxter said, moving to take Steffie and hoist her up on his shoulder.

“Okay,” Peterman said. “Be back soon, sweetie.”

Baxter glanced back at Peterman, wondering what she meant, as he ducked out of his bedroom and into the darkness of his cabin. “Now, Stef, sweetie, what kind of things are you conjuring up in that imagination of your…”

“Well if it isn’t daddy dearest,” a mocking voice said, on the other side of the cabin.

Baxter stopped in his tracks. He sat Steffie down and pushed her behind him. “Go to Mommy. Now.”

Ficker stepped into the dim swath of light in the cabin as Steffie dashed back to the bedroom. “Stop freaking out, Baxter. I wouldn’t dream of hurting your little brat.”

Baxter’s face was blank as he stared at Ficker. “Baxter to bridge. Intruder alert. Security to my quarters.”

“Tsk tsk,” Ficker said, leaning against Baxter’s couch. “I was hoping we’d have a few minutes to talk first.”

“NOW!”

Ficker shook his head. “This petty enmity between us has to end.”

Baxter looked hard and cold at Ficker. “It. Will. Never. End.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Ficker said lightly, waving a finger at Baxter. “It will end when I destroy you, and remake Starfleet in my image.”

Baxter worked his hands in and out of fists.

“Come on, Baxter. Here’s your chance. Stop me. If you can.”

That was all the enticement he needed. Baxter launched himself at Ficker…

…and flew right through him, slamming hard into the wall behind him.

Ficker pivoted to face Baxter, who shook his head dizzily from the impact.

“The Idlewild’s holographic transmitters are impressive, aren’t they?’

“Andy?” Peterman asked, appearing in the doorway to the bedroom.

“Your husband’s not getting any smarter with age, Counselor,” Ficker said, shaking his head. “But it’s nice to know you’re getting more beautiful with every passing year.”

“Andy…” Peterman said again.

Baxter turned slowly to face Ficker. “They’re running out of words for the ways in which I am going to kick your ass, Ficker.”

“Taunt if you must, Captain, but know this. I’ll be back. And I’m not going to stop.”

Baxter breathed deeply. “Neither am I.”

“Then it’s settled,” Ficker said, stepping toward Baxter. “Game on. May the best man win.”

And with that, he disappeared.

And the doors to the Baxter cabin exploded open to reveal J’hana, naked, cradling a phaser rifle.

“What’s going on?” she demanded.

Peterman stared at Baxter, who was as filled with anger as she’d ever seen him. “It’s all over, J’hana.”

“No it isn’t,” Baxter said. “But it will be soon.”



THE END.



NEXT:



After recent events, the crew could use a good party. But when the Explorer visits Earth for Harlan Baxter’s promotion to Fleet Admiral, and to drop off the cadets at Starfleet Academy, not everyone’s in the mood to celebrate. Join us in saying goodbye to our fearless cadets, and find out why the confrontation with Alvin Ficker is just beginning.




Have a Cigar



Space is weird.

I mean, space is WEIRD, and it scares you sometimes. You get out of bed every day, thinking that you’ll be ready to face it. And then you realize that you’re just not ready.

So you try to go back to bed.

But try as you might, you cannot fall asleep.

So what do you do? What do you do when the very place you’ve set your sights on all your life opens up in an expanse so great that you can’t comprehend it all? What do you do when your dream seems neither deferred nor denied, it just seems…

Dumbfounding.

Don’t even think about walking around here with that dumbfounded look on your face, either. Nope, they can see you coming. Even on a ship like this one, they can figure you out. Some more than others.

Lay low. Don’t get recognized. Don’t screw up.

These things have a way of coming back to bite you.

You’re good, right? You know you are. You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t good. But you have to be better than good to survive this. You have to be the best. That’s why you’re in Starfleet.

Okay, well, maybe not everyone’s the best. Some people seem to survive on sheer luck. And that’s where I fit in.

When I walk around this ship, I realize I’m with people just like me. And I realize things aren’t so bad. That maybe, just maybe, guys like me have a chance.

We do, right?



“MATHERS!” a voice fairly shouted, causing Cadet Colby Mathers to nearly leap from his seat in the cadets’ briefing room, where he was busy staring at a padd.

Lt. Commander J’hana glowered down at the padd and stared long and hard at Mathers. “You are due for your final physical training exercise before you disembark.”

“Yeah,” Mathers said, staring at the padd.

“What are you doing?” J’hana asked.

The husky cadet rapped the padd lightly on the conference table. “The final reflection paper for my internship. Just putting on the finishing touches.”

“Ahhh, yes. I remember it well,” J’hana chortled. “I had to complete one of those after my tour on the Ithaca.”

“Did you have a hard time with it?”

“Not particularly. Then again, I spent most of it tearing the captain and the senior staff a new shargatz. They wouldn’t let me anywhere near the weapons.”

“How come?”

J’hana gave a vicious grin, glancing off nostalgically. “I had an impulse control problem back then.”

“Oh,” Mathers said.

“Cadet, if you spent less time staring at that padd, and more time in the rec room…”

Mathers sighed. “Fair point.” He put the padd down. “I should be making the most of the time we have left on the ship.”

“Indeed,” J’hana said. “Your tour on the Explorer is nearly finished.”

“Then let’s make the best of it.” Mathers took a deep breath. “Can we hit the rock climbing program on the holodeck instead of the gym?”

“You’ve been afraid of that program since you came aboard.”

Mathers smiled. “I’d like to give it a shot.”



Captain Andy Baxter sat in his readyroom, staring straight ahead.

To his right, an oblong window displayed a magnificent vista of sparkling stars. But he wasn’t interested.

He just stared straight ahead as the doors opened and Commander Richards strode in, tossing a padd on his desk.

“Commander Tilleran and Doctor Wilcox agree with Kelly’s analysis of the Tellarite crew,” Richards said. “The effects of Doctor Drake’s weapon are, for the moment, permanent. It’s a good thing we came back to get them, too. They’re not going anywhere under their own power in that state.”

Baxter continued to stare straight ahead.

“The U.S.S. Ramses is en route to tow the Frepak to port and transport the crew to a Federation medical facility. We’ve assured the Tellarites that the Frepak’s crew will get the best possible treatment. In time, I imagine, they’ll find a way to snap the Tellarites out of whatever Ficker did to them.”

Baxter’s gaze didn’t waver.

Richards eased into the chair in front of Baxter and leaned forward on the desk. “No sign of the Idlewild on longrange sensors. All indications are they left the area not long after we did. We put feelers out with every listening post in the sector, and Starfleet Security. Nobody’s heard anything. Then again, if Starfleet Security knew something, I’m not sure they’d tell us.”

Still, Baxter did not move.

Richards shifted in his chair. “And I’m thinking of slipping out of my uniform and prancing naked around the bridge. Susan thinks it’ll earn me more respect among the crew.” The first officer sighed, and leaned forward. “There’s a shipment of grapefruits arriving from Deneb Four. Hundreds. Right down in the cargo bay, fresh, and ripe for the taking. Ripe. Get it? Ripe?”

Baxter slowly turned to face Richards, and blinked. “You say there’s no sign of the Idlewild.”

“It’s one of the many, many things I said,” Richards admitted.

Baxter nodded. “Okay.”

“Okay? Okay what?”

“Okay.” Baxter shrugged. “That’s all.”

Richards leaned back, scrubbing a hand over his face. “Captain, you’ve been like this for two days now. You’re freaking all of us out. You don’t look much better than those Tellarites over there, and your goatee is out-of-control bushy.”

“I’ve been thinking.”

“About what?”

Baxter took Richards’s padd and stared at it blankly. “What I’m going to do when I find Ficker.”

“You mean transfer him to the appropriate penal colony?”

“I’m going to go J’hana on his ass,” Baxter said in a low voice, and shoved the padd back across the desk at Richards.

“Let’s not get carried away…”

Baxter swung his chair away from Richards and looked out the viewport. “We need to head to Earth soon.”

“Yes. The cadets are due back tonight. And then there’s your father’s…thing…”

“Exactly what I need right now. To see my Dad.”

“Maybe he’ll cheer you up.”

Baxter eased back toward Richards. “You think?’

“Maybe not, but we can still get there in time if we leave now.”

Baxter sighed. “Tell Susan to set a course for Earth and engage at maximum warp as soon as the Ramses arrives to pick up the Tellarite ship.”

Richards nodded and turned for the door, and then turned back to face Baxter. “And what about the Idlewild?”

“Ficker will show up when he wants to.” Baxter cracked his knuckles. “And then we’ll deal with it.”



The warp core thrummed, and thrummed, and thrummed, alert klaxons building by the second.

“Thirty seconds to warp core breach!” Lt. Commander Hartley called out.

“Injectors frozen! We can’t get them open!” Ensign Ryan Stuart reported.

“We’re gonna lose containment!” Hartley responded, turning to the master systems display. She looked up from her readouts and glanced at the crewman standing on the other side. “Well? What are you going to do, Plato?”

The half-changeling boy stared at the stream of information coming across the screen. “Abandon ship?”

“You can’t get over eight hundred people to escape pods in thirty seconds. We need another answer.”

“Drop the core?”

Hartley nodded. “Go.”

Plato dashed over to the warp core ejection console and began tapping in the sequence. The computer buzzed annoyingly.

“Ejection sequence failed. Ejection systems offline.”

Plato turned, panic-stricken, to Hartley. “What now?”

“What now is we explode,” Hartley said calmly, as the engine room was filled with a wash of white light.

The pair was left alone on Holodeck Three, surrounded by comforting, intersecting orange lines.

“Computer, reset program,” Plato ordered. “Time index thirty- three.”

“Belay that, computer,” Hartley said, holding a hand up. “That’s enough for today, Plato. We’ve been at this for three hours.”

“But I’ve almost got it!” Plato insisted. “I’ve just got to route ejection control to my console! Save some time!”

“Yes, that’s how you could have solved the last problem,” Hartley said. “But each time you reset the program, it’s a different program. You just have to think on your feet. Sorta like real life.”

Plato pursed his lips. “That hardly seems fair.”

“Getting blown up isn’t fair,” Hartley said. “But it happens. You’ll have to be ready for it. But right now, your mother is expecting you for lunch. Now if you want to see an explosion…”

“Yeah,” Plato said with a smile. “Guess you’re right.”

“We can pick up again later this afternoon.”

“We can?” Plato asked, his smile spreading. “You’re not too busy?”

“Nah, most of the senior staff will be at Admiral Baxter’s reception, and we’ll be docked,” Hartley said, and clapped Plato on the back, leading him out of the holodeck. “You’re beginning to make some headway, kid. Don’t get discouraged.”

“I won’t. Matter of fact, I’m gonna…” Plato trailed off as Cadet Sparks walked by, engrossed in a padd. “Nat…” he breathed.

The cadet breezed by him, not even looking up from her padd.

“Nat,” Plato called out a little louder as she walked by.

Hartley watched her go. “She heard you, Plato.”

Plato turned to Hartley. “Why didn’t she…”

“Didn’t you completely blow her off the last time you two talked?”

“Well, yeah, but…that’s different.”

Hartley shook her head. “It’s really not.”

“She wronged ME! She’s the one leaving!”

Hartley chuckled. “She wronged you by deciding to continue her studies at Starfleet Academy?”

“She wouldn’t even consider bringing me with her.”

“Your Mom nearly set the bridge on fire just because you were doing shifts in engineering. You really think she’d let you go to Starfleet Academy by yourself?”

“I wouldn’t be by myself. I’d be with Nat.”

Hartley shook her head and led Plato back in the other direction, toward the lift. “I come from a family of fishermen, Plato. Did you know that?”

“Uh, no?”

“And fisherwomen too, I suppose.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

Hartley shrugged. “It’s important to know when to let one get away.” She tapped a control on the lift. “And believe me, like it or not, Nat Sparks is going to get away.”

“So what are you saying I should do? Just cast my line out again?”

“No,” Hartley said, as the lift doors open and she stepped in. “I’m saying you should say goodbye before you drive out to deeper water.”



I haven’t been here long.

I haven’t been around long enough to figure out the way things are supposed to work on a Starship.

Obviously, certain customs have to be observed. There’s a particular way of doing things. You’ve got to be sharp. Observant.

Stuff happens fast in space.

You’ve got to be ready.

Someone once said that in space, no one can hear you scream. I can attest to that, having nearly lost my lunch during a couple of space walks led by the merciless Commander J’hana.

No one can hear you scream in space, true. But no one can hear you love, either.

No one in space realizes how you feel about them.

Sometimes these things are best left alone.

It’s good to focus on work. Things happen fast. You’ve got to keep moving on a starship or you’ll lose your way.

There’s a particular way things have to be done. You’ve got to be sharp.

Some say there’s no room for relationships on a starship, but I’ve seen plenty of couples on this crew. People find a way to make it work.

I haven’t been here that long. There’s a particular way of doing things, and I don’t have it all figured out yet.

But I get this feeling, maybe sooner than later, I will…



“Mister Piper?” Counselor Peterman stood in the doorway to her office and chuckled. “Comfy?”

Cadet Ethan Piper took his feet off Peterman’s desk and leaned forward, pushing the padd he’d been writing on aside. “Counselor! I didn’t think you’d be here till later this morning.”

“I wasn’t feeling well this morning,” Peterman said. “But I’m feeling much better now.”

“Are you sure? I’m fine here if you want to take the day…”

“No, we have a lot to do today,” Peterman said.

“We do? I thought I’d just wrap up my reflection paper, and we’d meet for my cadet review…”

“Yes, about the review,” Peterman said, and moved to sit on the fainting couch adjacent to her desk.

“You have questions about it? It’s a pretty standard format, from what it looks like…”

“I’ll fill it out in due time,” Peterman said. “But I have a final review of my own for you.”

“You…do?”

“Would you like to become a full-time counselor after the Academy?”

Piper rolled that thought around a bit, then nodded. “Yeah. I’ve been enjoying the challenges of such a…troubled crew.”

“And they’ve been enjoying you,” Peterman said. “So, if you want to be a counselor, you have to take my final exam. Think you’re up for it?’

“S-sure,” Piper said, and grabbed his padd, moving out from behind the desk and taking a seat in the chair next to Peterman. “So what do I need to do?”

Peterman leaned back on the couch and stared up at the ceiling. “Counsel me.”



“And this is a Patagonia Wallop-Bud,” Mirk said, pointing to the orange, flappy appendages on the twenty-seventh plant on his and Steffie’s tour of the Chaka’kan Arboretum.

“Wallop!” Steffie announced, slapping at the orange flaps on the plant.

“Yes, very good!” Mirk said encouragingly, sitting cross-legged in the dirt. “And what about that one?”

“Bird-eater of Andor!”

“Yes,” Mirk said, shifting back a little. “Don’t get too close to that one. It might mistake you for a bird.”

Steffie wrinkled her nose. “Really?”

“Stranger things have happened.”

Mirk turned when the doors to the arboretum sighed open. He watched Commander Hartley step inside and look around, catching sight of him.

“Oh, Steffie…could you do something to make me look very busy right now?”

“I just pooped!” Steffie announced.

“That’ll do,” Mirk said with a sigh, gently lifting Steffie to her feet and standing as Hartley approached.

“Mirk,” she said. “Got a moment?”

“Not exactly.” He inclined his head toward Steffie. “Brown Alert.”

“Cute,” Hartley said. “When are you…off-duty?”

“Tonight, after Captain Baxter and Counselor Peterman get back from Admiral Baxter’s reception.”

“Good. Then we can resume our talk.”

“Talk?” Mirk asked innocently.

“Yes,” Hartley said, folding her arms. “The talk that you’ve been avoiding for weeks.”

Mirk lifted Steffie and walked with her toward the door. “This isn’t a very good time.”

“What would be a good time?” Hartley demanded.

“Just, uh…” He walked toward the door. “Not now.”

“Mirk,” Hartley said, in a soft tone that belied her anger. “Why are you acting like this? If you’ve changed your mind about having kids, why don’t you just be a man and tell me that?”

“I haven’t,” Mirk said.

“So what’s the problem?”

“Right now? A poopie diaper.”

Hartley watched Mirk head to the door. “Mirk…I’ve known you a long time, and I know when you’re hiding something. I’m smarter than your average human. And I guarantee you I’ll figure it out soon enough.”

“Okay, uh, talk to you later!” Mirk said, and carried Steffie quickly out of the arboretum.

“I mean it!” Hartley called after him.

But the Maloxian was gone.



“Lunch,” J’hana breathed heavily, wiping the sweat from her brow and shrugging off her uniform jacket, stepping up to the door to her quarters. The rock climb with Mathers had been refreshing. True, she had to slow herself down quite a bit to enable the lad to keep up with her, but the synthetic fresh air of the holodeck was peaceful. Contemplative, even. It allowed her some time to think, and to center herself.

The Andorian reached out to tap an entry code into her door. When had she come to think of this place she shared with Richards as hers?

Suddenly she felt, more than saw, a presence behind her.

“Imzadi,” Commander Tilleran said, and put a hand on her shoulder.

J’hana pivoted, arching an antenna. “You should not sneak up on me. My reflexes are honed. I could have pounced on you.”

“Fun as that sounds, I was more hoping we could have a conversation.”

“About what?”

“Could we go inside?”

J’hana gave a small nod, and entered the entry code. “We can.”



“It’s just that he’s acting distant. Weird,” Richards said, as the turbolift thrummed down through the bowels of the Explorer.

“The distant thing is a bit of a concern, but Andy’s always been weird,” Dr. Janice Browning said.

“He’s taking this Ficker thing very personal.’

“I’m sure you’d understand if you had a nemesis.”

“Krinok is my nemesis,” Richards said defensively. “Everyone knows that. Anyway, you don’t have a nemesis, either.”

“Jelo,” Browning said.

“Oh, if you can have Jelo as a nemesis, then I can definitely have Krinok.”

“What are we talking about, anyway?” Browning asked.

“Andy. He needs someone to talk some sense into him. Snap him out of this trance he’s been in since Ficker nearly obliterated us.”

“And you want me to do it?”

“Yeah,” Richards said. “Kelly’s been a bit preoccupied herself lately, so…”

“All right,” Browning said, as she and Richards approached the door to his quarters. “I’ll talk to him. But you’ve got to talk to Plato about this whole Nat Sparks thing. He’s been inconsolable.”

“Sure. I’ll chat with the boy.”

Browning raised a warning finger as Richards entered the entry code. “No Orion dance clubs, this time!”

“Certainly not. We’ll do it over drinks at Mirks.”

Browning glared at Richards.

“Kidding. Kidding!” the first officer said, and ducked into his quarters….

…where Commanders Tilleran and J’hana were sitting on the bed, talking.

“Is it time for sex already?” J’hana asked, matter-of-factly, looking up at Richards.

“Well, I was thinking…” Richards said.

“Is that why you were eating all those carbs at lunch?” Browning asked, wrinkling up her nose.

“I’ll just be going…” Tilleran said, easing off the bed.

“But you haven’t told me what you wanted to tell me,” J’hana called after her.

“This is probably not the best time,” Tilleran said, and ducked past Richards. “Uh, hello Commander…”

“Commander,” Richards nodded.

“I’ll, just, uh, follow her whichever way she’s going…” Browning said, backing out behind Tilleran.

J’hana stood and fixed a gaze on Richards. “Well. Sex now?”

“What was that about? With Commander Tilleran?”

“She wanted to speak with me about a matter of personal import, but she did not say anything else.”

Richards nodded. “Does she, um…how should I say this?”

“Still yearn to gobble my gorplatz?”

A shiver traveled down Richards’s spine. “That is DEFINITELY not how I would say that.” He shook his head.

J’hana smirked. “How feminine of you to be concerned about Commander Tilleran’s intentions.”

“It’s not her intentions I’m worried about.”

J’hana’s amused expression quickly became a glare. “Speak plainly, human.”

“Well,” Richarsdon said, sitting down on the bed. “You two obviously share a bond. If you want to explore that more fully…”

“I thought you weren’t into that kind of…”

“Not with her AND me!” Richards blurted. “I mean, if you want to be with her…instead…of me.”

“Your insecurities are wholly unappealing,” J’hana growled. “Besides, you just came from lunch with Doctor Browning. Should I not suppose it’s you who wishes to end this relationship in favor of a renewed interest in the chubby one?”

“Janice is NOT chubby!” Richards snapped, then softened. “Anyway, I said nothing of the sort.” He pivoted on the bed and eased off it. “Look, I didn’t mean to, um…it just took me by surprise seeing her here.”

“You worry to much, human,” J’hana said, and took Richards’s hand, yanking him down onto the bed. “Enjoy what we have. Who knows when it will end?”

That’s what worries me, Richards thought. I am enjoying what we have…and I don’t know when it will end.



I’m not the same person I was before. I’ve changed.

Let’s not go crazy, here. The Explorer didn’t transform me into another being (although that would have been cool). I’m still the same person more, or less.

But I’m also quite a bit different, in ways that are harder to measure.

When I came on board the Explorer seven months ago, I was a naive, shy waifish little mouse who jumped whenever she was given an order.

Now I’m a naive, shy, waifish little mouse who gives orders. I’ve been Acting Chief Science Officer. I’ve led away teams. I’ve taken the starship Escort into battle. I’ve seen my life flash before my eyes more than a few times.

I’ve met people who’ve changed the way I look at the world. I’ve seen unparalleled horrors and joys. I’ve seen alien landscapes, karmic retribution, impossible stellar phenomena, and cyborg dogs.

And I’ve done it all on a so-called ship of fools.

Explorer isn’t what everyone says it is. It’s a ship of talented, passionate people who care about what they do. Do they get it right every time? Well, no. Not hardly. But they seize every moment with gusto. They sail into the black every day, without fearing the dangers that may come.

Well, maybe they do fear it, but for some reason they keep coming back for more.



“Cadet Sparks?” a voice called from the door to Science Lab Two.

Sparks swivelled on her stool. “Commander Hartley. I didn’t hear you come in.”

“You were engrossed in what you were writing,” Hartley observed, stepping in.

“Commander Tilleran’s been in Neruosciences most of the afternoon studying the data we collected on the Tellarites.”

“I wasn’t looking for her,” Hartley said. “I’m here to talk to you.”

“I’m technically off-duty.”

Hartley stepped closer, pushing her shirtsleeves up and folding her arms. “It’s not about work.”

“Then what…” Sparks looked at Hartley’s face. “No.”

“You should talk to Plato.”

“Listen, I appreciate that you care about Plato, Commander,” Sparks said, turning back to her desktop terminal and looking at her final paper. “But this is really none of your…”

“Hartley to Engineering. Cut all computer power and sensor access to Science Lab Two.”

Sparks’ screen suddenly shut off.

“There. Much better,” Hartley said, pulling up a stool. “People are pissing me off today, so I’m not really in the mood to mess around.”

“Commander!” Sparks said, pushing off her stool.

“Oh, don’t worry about it. Your work is automatically backed up.”

“That’s not the point. You can’t just come in here and…”

“Sit down. That’s an order,” Hartley said.

Sparks sighed heavily and eased onto her stool. “This is an abuse of power.”

“You’re not going to be assigned to the Explorer for much longer, so I’m taking this opportunity to abuse my power while I can,” Hartley said. “You should take your opportunity while you can, too.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Crap. You know exactly what I mean.” Hartley leaned forward, resting her hands on her knees. “Look, I love that kid like a son. I looked after him for some time last year. He’s on my crew now. I don’t want to see him hurt.”

“That’s not up to me, Commander.”

“Oh, I think it is.”

Sparks stared at the ceiling. “Commander Hartley…”

“Call me Megan. We’re being casual.”

Sparks laughed uneasily. “Megan…I’m not the one who broke it off. Plato went nuts when I told him I was leaving. He knew…”

“He wanted you to stay here. Can you blame him? He loves you.”

“He’s a kid. He doesn’t…”

“He’s virtually your age, mentally. But he’s lived a sheltered life here. People have looked after him.” Hartley narrowed her eyes at Sparks. “And people are going to continue to look after him.”

“Look, I don’t know what you’re driving at…”

“I’m not saying you need to quit Starfleet and stay here with Plato. I’m not saying you should try a long-distance relationship. And I’m sure as hell not saying you should take him with you.”

“Then what?”

“End this right. Leave the kid feeling good about himself and you. You owe it to him.”

“What about me?” Sparks said in a small voice.

“You owe it to yourself, too,” Hartley said, and slid off her stool, heading out of the room.

“Are you going to turn the computers back on?’

“Maybe later,” Hartley said as she walked out.



“So let me get this straight,” Cadet Ethan Piper said, after what seemed like hours of sitting, hunched forward, in a stiff and awkward position.

But the way he was sitting was nowhere near as awkward as what he was listening to.

“Yes?” Peterman asked.

“What?” Piper asked, blinking.

“You said ’let me get this straight,” she said, turning to face him, still prone on the couch. “And then you just sort of trailed off.”

“Oh,” Piper said. “Right.” He took a deep breath. “Let me get this straight. You have this friend who is a counselor on another Starship.”

“The Expedition.”

“The Expedition,” Piper repeated. “And your counselor friend….”

“Kathy.”

“Yes. Kathy is married to the captain.”

Peterman nodded. “They’re very happy together.”

“Oh yeah.”

“And she’s pregnant.”

“Most definitely. She checked a few times just to be sure.”

Piper felt like the air was being sucked out of the room. Would it be too much if he asked for a glass of water?

“But she hasn’t told her husband,” Piper continued.

“Her captain husband.”

“Captain husband, right. She hasn’t told him that she’s pregnant.”

“Nope. And the clock keeps ticking. Eventually, she’s going to grow a sizable, well, roundish…you know what happens when women get pregnant, right?’

“I’ve got a general idea, yes,” Piper said dryly. “So you want me to tell you, what?”

“Whether she should tell her husband, you know, about…”

“He’s going to find out sooner or later.”

“But couldn’t it be later?”

Piper scrubbed a hand over his face. “Why don’t you want to tell Captain Baxter you’re pregnant?”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Peterman said, leaning up and holding up her hands. “Where do you get off assuming I’m talking about myself and not my friend?”

“Because it’s the oldest patient trick in the books,” Piper said. “Deflecting responsibility by assigning your problems to someone else…usually a metaphorical ‘friend.’”

“I really do have a friend name Kathy,” Peterman said. “But you did an excellent job seeing through my subterfuge. You get extra credit.”

“I’m really getting credit for this?”

“Unofficial credit.”

Piper leaned back and stared at the ceiling. “I’ve gotta say that this is about the oddest conversation I’ve ever had on the Explorer. And that’s saying something.”

“Every day’s a new challenge,” Peterman admitted. “So can you help your patient? I mean…me?”

“What do you want me to tell you? Tell the Captain. Now! He’s the father, after…” Piper’s eyes went wide. “He IS the father, right?”

Peterman blushed. “Well, of course he is, silly.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“That’s what you’re here to help me figure out. Why can’t I seem to tell him?”

“Do you think he’ll be unhappy about the news?

Peterman shook her head. “Andy loves every minute he spends with Steffie. We tried so hard to get pregnant the first time. He’ll be shocked, of course, but once the reality sets in, I imagine he’ll be thrilled.”

“So tell him.”

Peterman fell back against the couch, throwing an arm over her face. “Not right now.”

Piper shook his head. “Counselor, I’m not sure I’m qualified….”

“You’re the only one that’s qualified!” Peterman fairly shouted. “There are no other counselors on this ship. I’ve long since given up on getting a staff. I had an assistant counselor for a while but that didn’t last long. You’re my only hope!”

Piper rubbed his chin. “Well. If you think the captain will be happy to hear the news, then I can’t imagine why on Earth you wouldn’t want to tell him.” He shrugged. “He’s been in a rotten mood ever since the Idlewild attack. I’m sure he could use some good news.”

“Yeah,” Peterman said, and turned to stare at the ceiling. “Yeah. He could.”



“Earth,” Captain Baxter said.

“Yup,” Plato said, leaning against the tall, oblong window in the Constellation Club, which offered a beautiful view of the rapidly approaching Class-M green sphere.

“We made good time.”

Plato nodded. “Uh-huh.”

Baxter stared at Spacedock, the surrounding starships, McKinley station, and the planet Earth as it gracefully turned in front of them.

“Bridge to the Captain,” came Madera’s voice over the comm.

“Go ahead, Lieutenant.”

“Spacedock has cleared us for mooring.”

“Put her in. Try not to hit anything this time.”

“I barely dinged the Tiananmen. Why will nobody let me live that down?”

“Could have been worse,” Baxter said with a chuckle.

“The collision, or the ribbing I received afterward?”

“Both.”

“Whatever. Bridge out.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, and stared at the rapidly approaching planet. In a few moments, the Explorer would turn gracefully and enter Spacedock. And then it would be a short trip down to Earth to join half the flag officers in the fleet in congratulating Harlan Baxter on his promotion.

“Nice planet, huh?” Plato asked.

“It has its moments,” Baxter said. He shrugged. “You know, I keep forgetting that you’re not from here.”

Plato shook his head. “Nope. I’m from here.” He pointed to the deck of the Explorer.

Baxter smiled at that. “Yeah, I guess you are.”

“Well, technically I was born on a runabout, but…”

“But the Explorer’s your home.”

“Sure feels that way.”

“Yeah. She’s mine too,” Baxter said. He turned and looked at Plato, arching an eyebrow. “You know, it strikes me that I shouldn’t be hanging out with you in a bar.”

“I come here all the time,” Plato said dismissively, then blanched when Baxter turned a glare on him. “I mean, I talk to people about coming here all the time.”

“Sometimes I wonder why your mother doesn’t just lock you in your cabin. It would simplify things greatly.”

“Yeah, but then I couldn’t get into madcap adventures,” Plato said with a small smile.

“That would be a shame.”

“Yeah.”

The two shared a few more silent minutes, staring out the windows. Then Baxter gave Plato a sideways glance. “You want to talk about…”

“Not really.” Plato took a few moments, then turned to Baxter. “How about you? Want to talk about…”

“Nope,” Baxter said.

Just then, the doors to the Constellation Club sighed open and Janice Browning and Chris Richards walked in.

“Uh-oh,” Baxter said, glancing casually over his shoulder. “Don’t look now. We’ve been picked up on longrange sensors.”

“Just be still,” Plato said. “Maybe they won’t…”

“Plato! What are you doing here?” Browning said, stepping up to the foreward deck.

“I just came to look out the windows,” Plato protested.

“You can see nearly the same view from the conference lounge next door.”

“There’s a bar mitzvah in there,” Plato muttered.

Browning sighed. “Excuses excuses.”

“So what do you want me to do? Need me down at the restaurant? Did J’hana’s dinner get out of its cage?”

“No,” Browning said. “Actually I came to see the Captain.”

Baxter turned. “You did.”

“And I’m here for you,” Richards told Plato. “C’mon.”

“Where are we going?”

“For a walk,” Richards said, and caught a glance from Browning. “Definitely not to an Orion dance club.”

Browning shook her head as Plato and Richards walked off. “Those two…”

“It’s nice that Chris’s spending time with the boy,” Baxter muttered, turning back to the windows.

Browning stepped up beside Baxter. “I was going to say the same thing about you. The kid loves you, you know.”

“What’s not to love?” Baxter asked with a smirk.

“Two rum’n grapefruits?” Zordock the Bold appeared as if from out of thin air and extended two of his four arms to the pair, handing them each a frosty tumbler, while one of his free arms reached behind him so he could wipe off a nearby table.

“I took the liberty,” Browning said.

“Thanks,” Baxter said, taking a long swig and continuing to look out the windows.

“So,” Browning said, as the bartender moved off. “You’re pissed.”

“Me?” Baxter said, and finished the drink, staring at the empty glass. “I’m great.”

“I get that you want to beat Ficker. I really do,” Browning said, watching the Explorer gently bank into the large doors of Spacedock, ducking into the cavernous bay within. “But did you ever stop to think that you’re so busy being pissed at the guy that you’re going to miss other things. Important things?”

“Like what?”

Browning glanced out the window and saw a shuttlepod veering dangerously close to the window. “LIKE THAT! AHHHHH!”

Baxter’s eyes widened. “Baxter to Madera!”

“I’m on it. Sheesh!” came Madera’s response as the Explorer rolled to port, narrowly avoiding the tiny zinging pod.

“Did you know that was going to happen?” Baxter asked.

“So totally not,” Browning said, clutching her stomach and gasping. “What was I saying?”

“I’m distracted.”

“Yeah, but now I am too.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Baxter said. He glanced at the chronometer up on the wall. “I’d better get down there. My Dad’s expecting me at his reception.”

“Maybe it’ll do you good to get away?”

“Yeah. Think so,” Baxter said. He stepped toward the Constellation Club exit, then looked back at Browning and smiled. “Thanks, though.”

“For what?” Browning asked.

“For the drink.” Baxter gave a small smile then turned and left his glass on the bar, heading out of the club.



“Why are we here?” Plato asked, as Richards led the way off the turbolift and out onto the bridge.

“Because I grew up thinking I’d be an artist, and put in two years of art school, before I realized it wasn’t for me, and decided I’d do this. I didn’t know what I was doing. I was confused, uncertain, and completely disorganized. And now I get to do this…”

Plato watched as Richards walked down to the center of the bridge and nodded toward the helm.

“Helm, take us in. Dock the Explorer.”

“We just did,” Madera said, turning in her seat. “I didn’t know about the art school thing. Hmmph. Explains a lot.”

“She nearly slammed us into a shuttlepod,” Sefelt pointed out.

“Oh, stop complaining, Howie,” Madera said. “It would have just bounced off our shields.”

Plato stepped down to the center of the bridge to join Plato. “I’m sorry, Chris, I just don’t get it. What’s your point?”

“I know right now you can’t stop thinking about Nat Sparks. You can’t imagine your future unfolding any other way than with her. And I’m to here to tell you that there’s no way of knowing how your future will unfold. So just sit back and enjoy the ride.” Richards folded his arms and stared at the viewscreen with a satisfied smile.

“We’re in spacedock,” Madera pointed out.

“I was saying that for effect,” Richards muttered. “Just go back to your post.”

“Trying to!” Madera snapped.

“Thanks, Chris, I appreciate you trying to make me feel better,” Plato said, looking around the bridge. “Although I wish we hadn’t had this talk, you know, in the middle of the bridge.”

“Hang in there, kid,” Keefler said. “I’ve got a sister on Pacifica who’d be perfect for you, you know, if this thing doesn’t work out….”

“Gee, thanks,” Plato said.

“See!” Richards said, spreading his arms. “The possibilities are endless.”

“So it’s kind of like how things didn’t work out with my Mom, and then you ended up getting together with J’hana?” Plato asked, prompting some heads to turn among the bridge crew.

“Yeah. Sort of.”

“You think you finally found your soul mate, then?” Plato asked earnestly.

Richards felt his collar tightening. “You know what? We just put in to spacedock and I have some paperwork to get to…”

“Already did it,” Madera said.

“I’m sure there’s more,” Richards said. “Anyway, uh, you’d better get back belowdecks, Plato.”

“Thanks,” Plato said, and headed to the turbolift, taking a last look at the bridge as he stepped in.



“Baxter to Peterman.”

“Shit,” Peterman said, leaning up from the couch. “I mean…Peterman here!”

“I’m heading back to our cabin to change into my dress whites. Are you ready yet?”

“Um…”

“Mirk’s got Steffie for the night. They’re going spelunking on the holodeck and then they’re going to watch a movie.”

“Look, Andy…”

“Not over the comm,” Piper said, putting his head in his hands. “Not with me here.”

“Yeah?” Baxter replied.

“I’m stuck in the office finishing up Piper’s review. I’m not going to make it.”

“Oh. Darn. Well, sorry to hear that.”

“Have fun though,” Peterman said. “Tell your parents I said hi. Well, tell your Dad. You don’t have to tell your Mom I said anything.”

“Right. Ok, well…Baxter out.”

“Whew,” Peterman said, wiping the back of her hand across her forehead.

“Didn’t you want to go to the reception?”

“When we’re so close to a breakthrough?” Peterman asked. “I don’t think so. We have to see this thing though. Your grade depends on it!”

“I didn’t think I was getting graded.”

“I’m capricious. And I’m pregnant. So I’m also emotional. Now are you ready to plumb the emotional depths?”

“Would it matter if I wasn’t?”

“Not in the least.”



“This is definitely not Neurosciences,” Lt. Commander Hartley said, causing Tilleran to half-jump and drop the five-inch stiletto-heeled Vlavo Fendebulan pump she’d been holding.

The Betazoid turned and cocked her head. “Why would you think this was Neurosciences?”

“Because Sparks told me you were there all day studying the medical data on the Tellarites.”

“I spent a good part of the day doing that,” Tilleran said, leaning over to pick the shoe back up and study it. “Now I’m doing this.”

Hartley shook her head. “You despise the mall. So what unthinkable think could have happened to send you scurrying to ‘Shoes Your Adventure’?”

“I did NOT scurry here,” Tilleran said, returning to the endless rack of heels. “And I don’t want to talk about it.”

Hartley stepped up to the rack and grabbed a pair of Jatz Jerringtons. “There’s a lot of that going around lately.”

“Those are nice.”

“I don’t remember the last time I wore heels. Maybe my wedding day.”

“A girl’s got to get dressed up every now and then,” Tilleran said. “Never know when a special occasion might crop up.”

“Huh,” Hartley chuckled. “Chances are the next time I wear heels will be to go to someone else’s wedding.”

“Hmmm,” Tilleran said, and busied herself looking at shoes.

Hartley stared at the science officer. “Ariel? Is there something you want to tell me?”

Tilleran shook her head.

“About a wedding?”

“Nope.” Tilleran sighed. “It’s not time yet.”

“To get married, or to tell me about it?” Hartley asked with some consternation.

“Can we not talk about this right now?” Tilleran pleaded, leaning her head on the shoe rack.

“Sure. Fine. Whatever. You can just join the rest of the list of people pissing me off today.”

“I’m sorry, Megan. I just…” Tilleran shook her head. “I’ve got a lot on my mind today.”

“Lots of that going around, too.” Hartley shook her head. “My job would be so much easier if I could just fire people out the torpedo tube when they I didn’t like them. Just eject their asses like a faulty warp core.”

Tilleran wrinkled her brow and gasped with false shock. “Are you saying you’d eject ME?”

“I’m strongly considering saving myself the trouble and just launching myself out in the nearest escape pod instead.”

“And yet you came to a shoe store instead,” Tilleran laughed.

Hartley nodded and examined a Borgelia Bombattu pump. “So…I had a nice chat with Cadet Sparks earlier.”

Tilleran raised an eyebrow. “Really? About what?”

“Astronavigation. Warp core physics. You know. Whatever.”

“Uh-huh,” Tilleran said, and held up a Sharn Orflux flat, trying to figure out if it was the right size. That was the problem with regulation Starfleet boots. They made it hard to try on shoes.

“Can you believe the cadets are leaving tonight?” Hartley asked.

“Nobody sticks around here forever,” Tilleran said distantly.

“You spent a lot of time with Cadet Sparks. You gonna miss her?”

“She’s a sharp crewman for her age. She’ll do well in Starfleet, I think. Organized, prepared. Rational. You’d almost think she wasn’t human.”

“Gee, thanks,” Hartley deadpanned.

“Where’s all this talk about the cadets coming from suddenly?”

Hartley turned and leaned against the shoe rack. “I guess I didn’t them very well.”

“Aw. You wanted a cadet of your own, huh?’

“Nah. I have Plato.”

Tilleran chuckled. “And I’m sure he’s pleased about that.”

“Stop. He’s over that.”

“Sure he is. Boys never give up on their crushes.”

Hartley took a deep breath and leaned her head back as she rested against the shoe rack. “Man, I sure hope you’re wrong.”



“Honor. Duty. Dignity. Valor. Service.” Admiral Alynna Nechayev, Starfleet Commander-in-Chief, looked out over the audience of nearly one hundred Flag Officers, captains and high-ranking Federation officials assembled in the Pavel Chekov Multipurpose Ewent Space at Starfleet Command. “These qualities represent the highest ideals of Starfleet Command, and are exemplified in the man we honor here today. Admiral Harlan Baxter.”

The assembled dignitaries clapped heartily as Admiral Baxter mounted the stage and shook Nechayev’s hand.

“Admiral Baxter,” Nechayev continued, looking out at the audience. “It gives me great pleasure to promote you to the position of Fleet Admiral, in charge of the Fifth Fleet, in addition to other, smaller, more obscure, uh, projects…”

Suddenly a huge, metallic crash sounded in the rear of the ballroom.

Captain Andy Baxter emerged from the kitchen, covered in white glop. Behind him, a Ferengi chef and two Bolian assistants scrambled to clean up a pile of upturned platters, more white glop, and assorted canapes and delicious stuffed pastries.

“Sorry!” Baxter called out to the crowd. “Just a little mixup. I was running late, and tried to take a shortcut, and got lost in the corridors and ended up coming in through the kitchen, and I, uh, guess I knocked some stuff down.”

Nechayev’s eyes remained cool. But the trained observer would have noticed that she now gripped the podium with white knuckles. Insider her boots, her toes curled with barely restrained anger.

Harlan stared at the ceiling, as if to gather strength from it.

“As I was saying,” she said, keeping her voice even. “With the power vested in me by Starfleet Command and the United Federation of Planets, I hearby promote you, Harlan Baxter, to the rank of Fleet Admiral, with all of the rights and privileges appertaining thereto.”

“Appertaining,” Captain Baxter said to the officer standing next to him, as he brushed the white glop off his uniform. “I’m not even sure that’s a word.”

“Shhh. The ceremony’s still going on,” the captain standing next to Baxter said, pointing to the front of the room.

“Hey. You’re Charlie Reynolds, aren’t you?” Baxter said. “Captain of the Centaur. You fought in the Dominion War.”

“Most of us did, son,” the dark-skinned man with salt-and-pepper hair said.

“Oh. So it’s going to be like that,” Baxter muttered, and looked down at his uniform. He slid his finger through the glop on his tunic and tasted it. “Oooh. Good crab dip. Is it okay if I eat this? Even though my ship didn’t fight in the Dominion War?”

“I’m going to stand over there now,” Captain Reynolds said, and walked away.

“Suit yourself,” Baxter said. “More crab dip for me.”

“Now then,” Nechayev said, looking out over the audience. “We want to wish Fleet Admiral Baxter luck in his new role. I know he will do a splendid job marshaling our forces and advancing both our exploration and security goals. We couldn’t be more proud of Admiral Baxter.”

Baxter glanced up. Did she just emphasize the “admiral” part?

“Would you like to say a few words, Harlan?” Nechayev asked, standing back to yield the podium.

Harlan nodded as Lt. Beth Monroe, his adjutant, handed him a padd, and he took the podium.

He set the padd in front of him and looked out over the audience, his brow deeply furrowed, as it usually was. He cleared his throat.

Baxter braced himself for another one of his dad’s mumbled tirades.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Harlan began. “The great scholar Aristotle once said that dignity consists not in possessing honors, but in the consciousness that we deserve them. That truism sums up my wholehearted belief that I can and will carry out the duties bestowed upon me with great respect for those who came before me–the great officers of Starfleet’s past who fought and died so that we might have a brighter future. This I swear to each of you, here and now. I will not disappoint you. Thank you very much.”

The crowd erupted into applause. Captain Baxter clapped too, a bit dazed. “Wow. He sounds like a completely different guy when he takes the cigar out of his mouth and gets behind a podium.”

Nechayev stepped up beside Harlan at the podium. “Thank you, Admiral. Now, please join me in congratulating Fleet Admiral Baxter. We hope you’ll stay for a brief reception.”

Just then, an ensign leaned in and whispered something in Nechayev’s ear as the crowd cheered Admiral Baxter. Once the clapping died down, Nechayev leaned toward the microphone and added. “Unfortunately I’ve just been informed that there will be no crab dip, as previously advertised. Everything else will be served next door in the Scott Dining Room.”

“Sorry,” Baxter said to no one in particular as he made his way through the crowd, half of which headed to the reception. The other half was headed up to the stage to congratulate Admiral Baxter as he stepped down, followed by Nechayev and her staff.

“Dad!” Baxter called out as he shouldered past a throng of other officers. “Hey Dad!” he waved.

Harlan was about ten meters away, speaking with Admirals Nechayev and Jellico, and Fleet Admiral Ra’al.

“Dad, over here!” Baxter called out, as the trio of Admirals flanked Harlan and moved swiftly to the dining room next door.

“Fleet Admiral Ra’al is your Dad?” a slim woman in commander’s pips asked, picking up step next to Baxter.

“No. The other one.” Baxter watched Harlan disappear with the others into the next room.

“Jellico? Man, that must’ve been tough.”

“No. The OTHER one. Baxter!”

“Oh,” the commander said. “Well, if you’re going to be an ass about it…”

She walked off and Baxter scratched his head. Oh well. It was loud. His Dad must not’ve seen him.



Why couldn’t I have gone on more away teams?

Cadet Sparks was Acting Chief Science Officer for a while. Piper was an assistant counselor. I found my niche in security.

Would have been nice if J’hana had brought me along on a few more security missions.

Then again, from what I’ve heard, when J’hana does go on security missions they tend to get…messy.

Still, I learned a lot while I was here. I learned that my tolerance for depravity and disorder is far greater than I thought it was. I learned that I can be a functioning part of a team, proving wrong so many instructors at the Academy. Boy will I have stories to tell my classmates in Plasma Dynamics!

I’m excited about what’s coming. In a couple years, I’ll have graduated Starfleet Academy, and will be assigned a ship of my own.

Heck, who knows, maybe I’ll even get assigned to the Explorer.

That would be cool.



“And…done!” Cadet Mathers said, putting his padd down and stretching. “Wow that paper took forever. It felt like I’ve been writing for fifteen years.”

“It’s only a figment of your imagination,” Sparks said, looking up from her own padd.

“Are you almost done?” Mathers asked, leaning over to look at the padd.

“Getting there,” Sparks said, turning her padd away and covering it with her arm. “Hey, do you mind?”

“What? You can read mine if you want.”

“This is not for public consumption. Other than Professor Blot.”

“Got Starfleet secrets in there?”

“It’s not like that. Look, just…don’t worry about it.”

Mathers cocked his head. “Wow, you seem testy.”

“I just…” Sparks looked up. “Nevermind.” She shook her head and kept writing.



“We’re nowhere,” Piper said, pushing off the chair in Peterman’s office and pacing toward the far wall. “We’ve been going in circles for an hour.”

“To tell Andy, or not to tell him,” Peterman said, throwing an arm over her forehead as she lay on the fainting couch.

“No,” Piper said, turning to face Peterman. “No, that’s not the question. Of course you’re going to tell him. It’s just a matter of when…”

“And how,” Peterman pointed out.

“Yes,” Piper said. “But you’ve got to tell him. So why delay the inevitable? You said yourself. Captain Baxter’s in a terrible mood. He could use some good news.”

Peterman shook her head. “That’s just it. I…”

Piper stared at her. “What?”

Peterman leaned up. “That’s just it. He’s in a terrible mood.”

“So?’

“Don’t you get it?” Peterman’s eyebrows shot up. “He’s not just in a terrible mood. He’s full of murderous rage.” A slow smile spread across Peterman’s face. “Don’t you see, Ethan? He’s full of murderous rage!”

Piper blinked. “And that’s a good thing?”

“Well, no. It’s horrible. But don’t you see, I don’t want to tell him because in his mind, he’ll always connect this news with Alvin Ficker. I don’t want the thought of our child anywhere near his thoughts of strangling that asshole.”

“So what does that mean? Wait until the Idlewild is captured and Ficker is brought to justice to tell Captain Baxter?”

Peterman looked up. “I hadn’t thought of that. I was going to suggest going off and killing him myself.”

“I wouldn’t recommend it in your condition.”

“You’re right.” Peterman nodded and stood up, breathing a sigh of relief. “We’ll do it your way.”

“That’s…” Piper began, but was cut off as Peterman lept forward and threw her arms around him, squeezing him tight. “Oof!”

“THANK YOU, Cadet! You’ve done it! You’ve proven I’m not a terrible mother and wife after all! I just care about my child! And my family!”

“Yes, you do,” Piper said weakly as he was squeezed. “Is hugging really appropriate? You know, for counselors?”

“Depends on who you ask,” Peterman said, breaking the embrace and turning away. She grabbed a padd off her desk and punched a few notations on it. “There you go, Cadet. You’ve passed your internship with flying colors.”

Pipers eyes widened. “Really?”

Peterman smiled. “Really. Now go pack up. You’ll be shoving off soon.”

“Thanks Counselor,” Piper said, backing to the door. “I’d hug you, I really would, but we already did that.”

“Get out of here, Cadet,” Peterman chuckled.



The Montgomery Scott dining room was packed with laughing admirals and other chatting Federation dignitaries. In the corner of the room, a jazz trio played an upbeat tune.

Weighed down with a plate of appetizers, Captain Baxter made his way over to the other side of the room, where Baxter was flanked by Admirals Ra’al and Nechayev and speaking with several other high-ranked Starfleet officers.

“Anybody want my olives?” Baxter asked, walking up. “I don’t know why I got them. I don’t like olives that much…”

“Son,” Harlan said, nodding. He returned to his conversation with Nechayev.

“Captain,” Lt. Beth Monroe said, stepping up beside Baxter. “Nice to see you here. Your mother sends her regrets that she couldn’t make it today. But she has been working day and night with the decorators.”

“What decorators?” Baxter asked, glancing distractedly over at his father, who continued to speak amiably, though in low tones, with the other admirals.

“Well, I thought you knew, but…” Monroe bit her lip. “Wow, this is awkward. Your mother didn’t tell you that she and your father had moved back into your family house in Maryland?”

“MY house?” Baxter asked.

“Well, according to your mother, it was originally their house. But yes, I suppose there was a lot of your stuff in there.”

“WAS?”

“She had to move some things into storage, to make way for her collection of eighth century Bolian antiques.”

Baxter felt heat rising to his cheeks. “My parents moved in to MY house?”

“Again, I don’t want to get into ownership issues. Your mom did want me to give you a message. She said she loves and misses her…” Monroe sighed. “Booty butt. She did order me to say that last part, though, honestly, I’d prefer not…”

“Hey, Dad!” Baxter said, pushing past Monroe. “What’s this about you and Mom moving into my house?”

“We can talk about it later, son,” Harlan said, turning from Baxter to say something to Admiral Ra’al.

“Don’t you think it’s…”

“Captain,” Nechayev said, taking up step next to Baxter, gently turning him away from Harlan. “This is your Father’s day. Can you please, for the love of the Great Bird, not do… well, what you always do?”

Baxter pursed his lips. “Which is what?”

“Bluntly…screw things up,” Nechayev said. She sighed, shaking her head. “You’re an embarrassment, Captain, to your father, to me, to all of us.”

“What are you, my Mom?”

“Thankfully not.” Nechayev put a hand on Baxter’s shoulder. “The time travel escapades. Alternate universes. Dinosaur creatures. Dog things. The mess this year with your public image, and your failure to track down and capture Alvin Ficker. Frankly, Captain, you need to get it together.”

“Get it…together?” Baxter said, feeling the plate full of cheese crackers and veggie bites begin to shake in his hands.

“Grow up,” Nechayev affirmed. “Be the kind of Captain your father can be proud of. Instead of…” She nodded at him and his crab dip stain. “This pathetic embarrassment.”

“PAR-don me,” Baxter said, shoving past Nechayev and jogging after his father, who’d set off toward another crowd of dignitaries. He reached out with a free hand and grabbed Harlan’s shoulder, spinning him around. “Talk to me, Dad! Seriously, are you just avoiding me because I embarrass you?”

“Not now, son,” Harlan said, gesturing over to Monroe, who was already making a bee-line toward Baxter.

“Just tell me…are you proud of me, or not?” Baxter asked, as a crowd drew around the two of them.

Harlan shook his head. “Son, this is neither the time nor the…”

“Guess that’s my answer, then,” Baxter said, and turned around, shoving his plate of appetizers in Lt. Monroe’s hands as he walked off. “You and Starfleet can go straight to hell, Dad. Congratulations on the promotion.”



Everything ends sometime. Why should this be any different?

We came aboard the Explorer with a lofty goal. To learn more about Starfleet, and learn more about ourselves.

It wasn’t easy.

It was even harder, given I had to play catch-up, coming aboard after being rescued from the Idlewild.

Maybe that gives me an even better perspective on what I’ve experienced on the Explorer.

Ficker hated Starfleet. He wanted to prove he had a better way. He didn’t.

His way was insanity, anarchy, and delusions of grandeur.

We have a better way on the Explorer. We learn from each other. We trust each other.

We make mistakes together.

What I’ve learned here can’t possibly be packed into a textbook or a holodeck program. You have to live through it to believe it. And even then, you still might not believe it.

I wouldn’t trade these strange months on the Explorer for anything. What I’ve learned, who I’ve met, how I’ve grown.

I thank everyone for what they gave me. The good, the bad, and the stupid.

It’s surprising who you meet on a Starship, and how they’ll change your lives.

You never know when those important people will show up….

Or when they’ll leave.



Cadet Piper stuffed the padd into his duffel and threw it over his shoulder, grinning a bit to himself.

“Is that everything?” Mathers asked.

“Yeah. I didn’t come aboard with much,” Piper said. “You know, since I was kidnaped by Ficker.”

“Oh. Right.” Mathers hefted his much-larger duffel with a grunt and thee pair took one last look around their bunk room.

“So…” Piper said. “Shall we?”

“Yeah,” Mathers said. “I’m ready.”

The pair ducked out and headed down the corridor.

“Where’s Nat?” Piper asked.

“She said she had something she had to do before she left, but she’d meet us at the transporter room.”

“It’s nice everyone’s coming to see us off,” Piper said, ducking into the nearest turbolift.

“Yeah,” Mathers replied. “Feels like we’ve been aboard a lot longer than seven months, eh?”

“Yeah,” Piper said, as the lift sighed to a halt and opened up near transporter room two. They joined Lt. Commanders Hartley and Tilleran, who approached from an adjoining corridor.

“Where is everyone else?” Hartley asked, walking up to the door leading into transporter room two, joining Janice Browning, who stood there weighed down with an enormous fruit basket.

“Don’t know,” Browning said. “I was told nineteen hundred. What have you guys been up to?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Hartley said flatly.

“Shoes,” Tilleran said.

Lt. Commander Richards emerged from the turbolift at the end of the corridor, and walked up to join the group. “Where is everyone?”

“We’re here,” Piper offered, glancing at Browning’s fruit basket. “Wow! You got us a going away gift!”

Browning shrugged. “Least we could do.”

“Thanks for the late nights sharing recipes,” Mathers said, blushing slightly at Browning, catching a look from Piper. “What? We both like to eat.”

Richards looked at Browning with raised eyebrow. “That right?”

Just then, Mirk walked up from the other end of the corridor,

Steffie on his shoulders. “Ah, there’s Mirk!” Browning said.

“Mirk Mirk Mirk!” Steffie giggled as Mirk held on to him.

“Sorry. We had a fight over broccoli,” Mirk said. “Where’s the captain? Counselor Peterman?”

“They’re not here yet,” Hartley said flatly, turning away from Mirk.

“Look, Megan…”

“Let’s not talk about it right now,” Hartley said, looking down the corridor as J’hana emerged from the far turbolift.

“I have arrived, so we can now proceed with this silly human display of emotion,” the Andorian said, stepping up to the group and giving Mathers a hard glare. “Your uniform is not zipped all the way, Cadet.”

“I know. I’m just beaming down…”

“You’re aboard a Federation starship,” J’hana snapped, prompting Mathers to quickly fumble with his uniform jacket. “Act like it!”

“J’hana,” Richards began, edging toward her.

“I do not want to talk about it.”

Tilleran approached from the other direction. “Look, when you have time, I need to…”

“I don’t want to talk about that either,” J’hana said. “Let’s go. I’ve got security drills to see to.”

“I’m here, I’m here!” Counselor Peterman said, jogging down the corridor, pulling her hair back into a ponytail. “I was just…nothing. I’ve got no excuses. I’m just…late…” She looked around. “We all here?”

“Mostly,” Hartley said. “Just missing the Captain and Nat Sparks.”

“Yeah,” Peterman said. “So, how is every–”

“Nobody wants to talk about it,” Piper said, and leaned forward. “I think you’ve got your work cut out for you here,” he said in a low whisper.

“Tell me something I don’t know,” Peterman replied.



“Thought I’d find you here,” Nat Sparks said softly, walking up to the bed of azaleas on a small hill in the back of the Chaka’kan arboretum.

The room was dim and blue, lights turned down low, with the azure illumination coming from the massive ceiling windows that looked out on the massive hangar of a busy spacedock.

“Yeah, well, I guess I’ve been nostalgic lately,” Plato said, laying among the azaleas and staring up at the windows and the buzzing activity outside.

“Nostalgic for what?” Sparks asked, looking around.

“This is where we met.”

“I think we met in the gym, actually, during one of Chaka’s…”

“But this is where I first realized you were…” Plato looked back up at the windows. “When you stopped here and talked to me…”

“You were drunk.”

“I still remember,” Plato said defiantly.

“Can I join you for a minute?”

“It’s a free quadrant.”

Sparks sat beside Plato and laid back, staring up at the windows. “Busy day in spacedock, huh?”

“Guess so.”

“So…”

“You think I’m a kid,” Plato blurted, leaning up.

“I…what?”

“You don’t think I can handle a real relationship. You’ve always thought of me like a kid.”

“Plato, that’s not…” Sparks began. “Okay, maybe that’s a little true. But it’s just because I don’t want to hurt you…”

“Well, you did…” Plato muttered.

“It hurts me too,” Sparks said. “Leaving, I mean.”

“Sure, whatever.”

Sparks sighed. “Plato, this is what happens. People get together, have an amazing time together, and then go their separate ways. It’s perfectly normal.”

“Then why does it make me want to turn myself inside out?” Plato asked in a small voice.

“That’s perfectly normal too,” Sparks said. She stood up, dusting off her uniform pants. “Look, I can understand if you don’t want to see me off. I just…I didn’t want to leave, the way things were, I….”

In a smooth motion, Plato got to his feet, took Sparks’ face in his hands, and kissed her deep and long. She reached up and wrapped her arms around his neck, leaning into the kiss, for several long seconds.

They broke the kiss slowly, and stood there for what seemed like hours, holding each other.

“Goodbye,” Plato said, looking long and hard into Sparks’ eyes.

“Goodbye, Plato,” Sparks said, stepping back, slowly letting go. “Promise me you’ll write?”

“Yup,” Plato said, and his eyes told Sparks everything she needed to know. Just go now, while I can still hold it together.

So she did.



I’m not sure what else there is to say. I can’t believe it took the boys so long to write their papers. There’s only so much you can say in these things.

I mean, really, are we going to honestly say these seven months were the be-all and end-all of our lives?

My sights are set higher than that. I want to get out there and experience the universe. I want to captain my own ship one day.

I’m just so lucky to have that chance, to prove myself, to learn, to live, to experience everything this galaxy has to offer. And everyone you meet along the way, I guess they just remind you how sweet this deal really is.

But there’s so much more I want to do.

So much I want to explore.



Sparks flipped through the text on her padd, checking it one last time before tucking it under her arm and approaching the small crowd that gathered by the transporter room doors.

“At last!” Mathers piped up. “I thought we’d never get out of here.”

“This wait does seem interminable,” J’hana muttered.

“We’re still missing a captain,” Tilleran pointed out.

“The cadets were due back at Starfleet Academy ten minutes ago,” Peterman said.

“All right then,” Richards said. “I guess we’ll just have to…”

Suddenly the doors to the transporter room opened up. Baxter stood there, with a wry grin that seemed oddly forced. “Sorry about that. Just beamed in from Starfleet Command. Well, folks, what are you waiting for?” He gestured grandly for the cadets to enter. “Let’s get you back to school.”

Sparks, Mathers, and Piper filed in, followed by the others.

Peterman noticed that Baxter’s white Starfleet dress uniform seemed caked with some beige-colored glop that no one could identify, except for…

“Andy, did you fall into a bowl of crab dip?” Browning asked.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Baxter said between gritted teeth, as Sparks, Mathers, and Piper mounted the transporter padd. “Ensign Yang, you have the coordinates…”

Peterman stepped up next to Baxter as Yang punched the controls on the transporter console. She could see something in Baxter’s eyes that worried her, but she knew better than to bring it up then and there.

“Wait,” J’hana said, walking up to the transporter padd. She turned to Mathers. “Cadet, in the great Andorian tradition, I’d like to…” She reached behind her back and in a smooth motion whipped out a long, serrated blade, well worn and inscribed with an array of Andorian characters.

Mathers sunk to his knees. “GAH! Don’t stab me. Please!”

J’hana chuckled. “Please. The tradition is that an Andorian trainer gives her pupil a ceremonial blade, to remember her by.” She handed it, handle-first, to Mathers. “Now don’t take that thing into battle until you’ve learned how to use it.”

“And how am I supposed to do that?” Mathers asked, hefting the impressive and shiny blade.

“Practice,” J’hana said with a toothy grin, and walked out of the room.

Tilleran smiled. J’hana always did have a flair for the dramatic. She looked at Sparks, and awkwardly wished she’d done something along those same lines. “Hey Nat, thanks for filling in for me, you know, while I was crazy,” the Betazoid said quickly.

“No problem,” Sparks said with a small grin.

“Well, then, I guess this is it,” Baxter said. He smiled up at the cadets. “Piper, Sparks, Mathers…you three have been an important part of the Explorer crew for seven months now. I can’t say enough how much we’ve appreciated your presence. I hope we’ve…learned a lot together. Getting to watch you each grow, I guess in a way we feel like…”

Peterman interlaced her fingers with Baxter’s and squeezed them. “Parents.”

“So I won’t drag this out,” Baxter said, taking a deep breath. “I’ll just say, good luck, and Godspeed. We’ll see you out there.” He nodded at Yang. “Ensign. Energize.”

“Thank you,” Sparks said softly as the transporter began to glow.

Baxter gently removed Peterman’s hand from his and headed for the door as Sparks, Mathers, and Piper dematerialized.

“Andy?” Peterman asked, following Baxter out of the room.

“Guess that’s it,” Richards said, looking around at the other senior officers. “You’re all dismiss…” But he didn’t have to say it. They were all already walking out, seemingly going separate ways.

Except for Browning.

“Hey!” Browning exclaimed, suddenly realizing what was in her hands. “They forgot their fruit basket!”



“This just came down from the Explorer,” Mathers said, sitting a hefty fruit basket on the table in the recently-constructed Data Library, where Sparks and Piper were already bent over padds, scouring them for information.

“We missed SO many reading assignments,” Sparks said, paging through the padd.

“I know,” Piper said. “It’s almost as if we were supposed to be reading the texts the whole time we were on the Explorer.”

“Whoops,” Mathers said. “Well, at least we have fruit to eat while we catch up.”

“Indeed,” Piper said, staring at his padd.

“Well, I for one am going out to get some fresh air. That’s the one good thing about being planetside again,” Sparks said, as Mathers collapsed into a chair next to her and dug in…to the fruit basket, not the reading. “Save me an apple, okay, Colby?’

“Aye, sir!” Mathers smiled.

“Want some company?” Piper asked as she turned toward the door.

“Not particularly,” Sparks said with a gentle smile. “I won’t be long, anyway.”

Once Sparks was gone, Mathers pointed at him with a banana. “You still like her!”

“Shut up and pass me an orange,” Piper muttered.



Outside the library, which was on a high hill that overlooked the distant presidio of Starfleet Command, Sparks took a deep breath and looked up.

It was a beautiful, cloudless night.

Stars, satellites, and the usual pinpricks of space traffic twinkled in the sky above.

One of those pinpricks, Sparks guessed, was the Explorer leaving Earth and shooting into warp.

Sparks couldn’t help but wonder when and if she’d ever see the crew of the USS Explorer again.



Harlan Baxter, a bit dizzy from three glasses of champagne, sighed as the turbolift rose through the guts of the Kirk Administration Building at Starfleet Command. It had been a long evening of political conversations and the machinations of dozens of flag officers, many of whom annoyed the hell out of him.

The lift dropped Harlan off into an empty hallway. It was nearly twenty-hundred and most of the officers on this level had gone home hours ago. The admiralty, for many, was an oh-nine hundred-to-seventeen hundred type job. Not for Harlan Baxter.

The newly-named Fleet Admiral made his way to the door to his suite and keyed in the access code.

They’d offered him a bigger office, of course, but he insisted he was just fine right where he was. A bigger office would only mean a larger staff, and a larger staff would only mean more people bothering him. He had gotten along fine with Yvonne and Lt. Monroe for years now, and didn’t see any reason to change.

The doors to his office suite slid open and he stepped in, looking around. “Yvonne?” he asked, probing to see if his assistant was still there. The office was dim and quiet, so she must have retired for the evening as well.

Harlan leaned over a terminal at Yvonne’s desk and punched a button. “Computer. Open a secure channel, please. USS Explorer.”

“Working,” the computer said.

Harlan leaned against the desk, folding his arms. He needed to speak to his son. There was so much to tell Andy, and he was never good at expressing himself, for some reason.

“Subspace transceiver unavailable,” the computer stated. “Please contact your network administrator or try again later.”

“Huh,” Harlan said, and stepped back to his office door. “We’ll see what Starfleet Communications has to say about that.” Being a Fleet Admiral had its privileges. He keyed the door to his office open and stepped inside.

And froze dead in his tracks.

Alvin Ficker sat there, feet propped up on Baxter’s desk, a cigar smouldering between his fingers. Flanking him were Shank, the Vulcan philosopher, and, to Harlan’s utter dismay, Doctor Maura Drake.

“Fleet Admiral Baxter,” Ficker exclaimed. “Congratulations on your promotion! Have a cigar and sit for a bit. There’s something I need you to do for me…”



TO BE CONTINUED…



NEXT: What does Captain Ficker have in store for Harlan Baxter, and will the Explorer be able to intervene in time?



Find out in the next-to-last Star Traks: The Vexed Generation story!




Fools Rush In



“Fleet Admiral Baxter. Congratulations on your promotion! Have a cigar and sit for a bit. There’s something I need you to do for me…”

Harlan Baxter wasn’t a betting man, but if there was one thing he would’ve taken odds on, it was that Alvin Ficker would be appearing in his office with a rogue Vulcan philosopher and a sadistic scientist from his past on the night of his promotion to Fleet Admiral, just as he was trying to reconcile a massive falling out with his son.

He would have put the odds at a million to one. Maybe even a billion.

But maybe he shouldn’t have been surprised that it had come to this. Ficker was going to exhaust every available option to destabilize Starfleet, as he had already proven by stealing a Starship and kidnaping scores of cadets and wayward officers. Obviously, he would stop at nothing to accomplish his goals.

No, Harlan shouldn’t have been surprised that it had come to this.

For a long, proud career, he’d prided himself on anticipation, preparation, and intellect. That had, in large part, propelled him to the upper echelon of Starfleet Command.

And in spite of all of that, here he was.

“You seem surprised to see me,” Ficker said, standing up and leaning forward across Harlan’s desk, facing the irascible admiral. “I figured we had the kind of relationship where I could just pop by and…”

Harlan didn’t waste any time. Wit wasn’t going to get him out of this. He leapt across the desk and grabbed Ficker by the throat, dragging him across the desk and driving him head first into the ground.

“Urk! Help!” Ficker cried, squirming and kicking in Harlan’s steel grasp.

Fury burned in Harlan’s eyes. His face was red. The veins in his forehead bulged. “Ficker, you spectacled son of a bitch, you have no Earthly idea who you are dealing with.” Harlan flipped Ficker on his back and drove an elbow down into his windpipe. He looked up at a shocked Maura Drake. “Stand down now and surrender the Idlewild. This is over. You’re not dealing with my son. You’re dealing with Admiral Harlan Baxter, and by the Great Bird I won’t take this shit for a min–”

Wait. Where was Shank?

That’s when Harlan felt a sudden pinch on the nerve bundle above his collarbone.

After that, all was black.



THREE DAYS LATER USS PATHFINDER



The middle-aged blonde admiral appeared on the viewscreen and pursed her lips. “My apologies. When I heard I had a comm from Captain Baxter I…became a bit apprehensive. I didn’t realize it was the other Captain Baxter.”

Lucille Baxter stood up and crossed the bridge toward the viewscreen. “Maybe if you promoted me, you wouldn’t be so confused.”

“I can live with a small amount of confusion in my life.”

Lucille narrowed her eyes. “I’m sure you can.”

“Was there something you wanted?” Nechayev asked, rubbing the bridge of her nose.

“Yes. I was trying to get a call through to my husband, and he hasn’t been available all morning.”

“He’s very busy. As you might be aware, he was recently promoted…”

“‘Might’ be?” Lucille responded. “All due respect, Admiral, he’s my husband.”

“As I’m aware,” Nechayev said. “And all due respect to you, Captain, but what do you want?”

“I want to find out why I was sent on a last-minute mission to Gestophales Four, on the other side of the quadrant!”

“I’m sure your husband had a good reason.”

“Have you looked at the latest ship movements?” Lucille asked.

“I’m the Commander in Chief of Starfleet, Captain Baxter, so yes, I have.”

“You don’t have to get snippy about it. Can you tell me why my husband is redirecting starship traffic away from Sector Zero Zero One?”

Nechayev rolled her eyes. “I’m sure the Admiral is just putting the ships under his command through a little shake-down. It’s not unusual when a flag officer takes on new responsibilities. He wants to see what the officers under his command are capable of.”

“Are you aware you just ended a sentence in a preposition, Admiral?’

“Forgive me,” Nechayev said tightly. “Of what the officers under his command are capable. Is that better?”

“No, because Earth is vulnerable, and that generally precedes something very bad happening.”

“You’re overreacting, Captain,” Nechayev said. “Earth has a starbase and substantial perimeter defenses to protect it. And I, like your husband, am a very busy woman.”

“My husband is not a woman,” Lucille corrected. “I hope you are better at managing Starfleet than you are at managing syntax.”

“Goodbye, Captain,” Nechayev said, and reached forward to shut off the comm.

“Wait!” Lucille exclaimed, but it was too late, Nechayev was gone, replaced on the screen by a streaking starfield.

“Channel closed,” Lt. Commander DiSalvo reported from tactical. “Orders, Captain?”

“Keep trying to reach my husband,” Lucille said, returning to the command chair and straightening her uniform top with a huff. “And if that doesn’t work…” She sighed. “We’ll call my son.”



It was morning.

Daybreak on the Explorer, and those who chose to eat breakfast in a bar were doing so in Mirk’s Constellation Club.

The Maloxian smiled warmly as the first few crewmembers filed in and took their seats.

Zordok the Bold moved from table to table, taking orders, filling coffee cups, and distributing warm muffins, his four arms loaded down with breakfast goodies.

Mirk leaned against his bar, took a deep breath, and smiled as he watched the few crew who actually got up at a decent hour mill about and begin their day.

It was daybreak on the Explorer, and Mirk was happy.

This morning was not unlike any other morning on the Explorer, but for some reason, the Maloxian felt he should appreciate the moment.

Something was happening, Mirk thought. Something entirely beyond his control.

So the Lostraxian bartender did the only thing he could do.

He made breakfast.



Captain Andy Baxter yawned and rolled over in bed as a bright light lit up his darkened bedroom. He reached out for Kelly but there were only tangled sheets and pillows in her place.

“Captain,” Lt. Commander J’hana said from the viewscreen, perched in the command chair. “Please adjust your pajamas.”

Baxter looked down and gasped, pulling up on his Starfleet-issue pajama bottoms. “I’m not on the bridge viewer, am I?”

“You should get that mole looked at, sir,” the voice of Lt. Madera said from off-screen.

“Fantastic,” Baxter said. “What can I do for you, J’hana?”

“I have a priority one communication from Captain Baxter.”

Baxter shook his head, trying to force the sleep out of his head. He looked back at J’hana. “Come again?”

“The other one. Your mother.”

“Oh what the hell does she want?”

“I tried to ward her off sir, valiantly, I assure you. She kept going on about unusual ship movements and not being able to reach your father on subspace.”

“I could give a damn whether she can get through to my father. She’s just concocting this little problem to try to patch things up between us. Well I can tell you, it’s not going to work.”

“Sir, I assure you, I couldn’t possibly care less. Can I put her through?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, rolling to the front of his bed and swinging his legs over. “Go ahead.”

Lucille Baxter suddenly appeared on the viewscreen, standing at the front of her bridge, hands on hips. “Get up, booty butt. It’s time to get to work.”

“It’s oh-six thirty by our clock, Mom,” Baxter muttered.

“So why are you wasting time sleeping? You need to be on the bridge.”

“I’ve started work around oh-nine thirty for eight years and I’ve done just fine, Mom. What, are you going to start giving me grief about being a better Starfleet officer too?”

“Of course not,” Lucille said. “You’re perfect just the way you are, no matter how perfect you’re not.”

“I really need a good cup of orange pekoe for this conversation,” Baxter said, ambling over to his replicator and punching in the order. “Was there something you needed, Mom?”

“Well, as I told that absolutely caustic Andorian, your father’s been making some strange moves with the fleets around Earth, and…” Something suddenly grabbed Lucille’s attention and she looked to the side. “What’s that DiSalvo? Yes. Put him on. Conference him in with me and Booty Butt.”

“Please, Mom, not in front of your bridge crew,” Baxter said, covering his face. He then looked up. “And don’t conference me in! I don’t want to speak to my Father! It’ll be so awkward!”

But it was too late. A smiling Harlan Baxter appeared in split screen next to the image of Lucille.

“Now then, what’s the problem, you two?” he asked amiably.

“What is going on with these ship movements, dear?” Lucille asked. “You’re leaving Earth completely vulnerable to attack! With the uneasiness along the Gorn border, Romulan splinter groups, the Tholians and the Tzenkethi…”

“Just some combat readiness exercises. Putting the troops through their paces. Standard operating procedure, you understand,” Harlan said, shifting forward at his desk.

Baxter just sat there, smouldering at the edge of his bed as he sipped his cup of tea, feeling underdressed in his pajamas while his parents spoke to him in full uniform.

“It’s just damned irregular, Harlan, and I’ve heard all about our ‘perimeter’ defenses. Am I not the only one who remembers that they were totally decimated, twice by the Borg, then again by the Breen?”

“I’m aware of your concerns, dear, I really am. And they’re important to me,” Harlan said. “But we have to act in the best interest of Starfleet. I’m sure you understand.”

“I don’t,” Lucille said. “Andy, help me out here!”

“I’m not speaking to him,” Baxter said. “So just leave me out of this.”

“Son, that’s no way to talk to your Father,” Harlan said.

“Well I’m still pissed about what happened at your reception. You looked absolutely embarrassed to be around me. I’m your son, damn it!”

Harlan broke in, putting up his hands. “You know I love you, boy. You know I think the world of you, and all you’ve done for Starfleet.”

At that, Baxter glanced up at the screen. “You…you do?”

“Always have,” Harlan said.

Baxter stared at the screen. “Really?”

“Yep. Now then, I’ve got lots to do,” Harlan said. “So I must go. I love you both, very much. Baxter out.”

With that, Harlan disappeared from the screen.

Lucille looked ghostly pale. “What the hell was that?” she asked.

“My Dad…thinks the world of me,” Baxter said, his face brightening. “He approves of me! He loves us both…very much!”

“And doesn’t that sound wrong to you?” Lucille asked.

“No,” Baxter said. “It sounds great. It makes me feel…” He took a deep breath. “Like a new man. I’m going to do like you said. I’m gonna get dressed, go out there, and command my ship. I’ll make you both proud.”

“Andy!” Lucille snapped. “You’re not making any sense either.”

“Mom, you’re overreacting,” Baxter said. “Enjoy your combat drill. Love ya. Baxter out.”

Baxter smiled wide as he headed to the bathroom to shower. He had a good feeling about this day.



Cadet Natheena Sparks paced her room. Outside, cadets were immersed in an informal rugby game out on the Starfleet Academy Quad.

Piper and Mathers were even out there, which surprised Nat greatly. Before they’d joined the Explorer, they were rarely spoken to among the other cadets. Not so anymore. Now, for those who hadn’t had their field study yet, they had tales of shipboard adventures to tell. Even for those who had completed internships, they now had a common frame of reference.

In short, somehow, they were fitting in, in a way that surprised Sparks. The fact that a stay aboard the Explorer actually helped them fit in surprised her even more.

Outside, someone yelled “Ball!” and Sparks looked up from her pacing to see Colby Mathers chasing a stray rugby ball right toward her window, then trip and fly forward, smashing himself up against the transparent alumnium.

Sparks laughed as Colby stepped back, dazed, and waved at her to come join them.

“One minute!” she mouthed, holding up a finger. She turned to her desktop terminal, which held, among other things, what felt like a hundred years of homework. She’d get to that soon enough. After the game. But there was one thing that couldn’t wait.

She took a deep breath and sat down at her desk.

“Plato!” she said to her blank terminal. “How good to see you! I was just calling to ask, how are things on the Explorer?” She shook her head. “No. Not good enough. Sounds fake. Maybe…‘Plato, how are things on the Explorer? I miss you, and everyone, and was just…’” Sparks shook her head again. “No, too honest.”

The cadet grabbed a handful of the hair hanging over her shoulder and began to twist it. “Look, Plato, I just thought we could talk. It’s been a few days, and I miss…”

She began to chew idly on her hair. “No. Don’t say ‘miss.’ Say ‘Plato, I was just checking in. How are you?’” She nodded. “Yes. Informal, pleasant. But it needs…oh hell, why don’t I just do it already.”

Sparks purposefully pivoted her terminal so it faced her and punched the activation button. “Computer. Please locate the Federation Starship Explorer and open a channel on longrange.”

“Please confirm. You have three subspace communication credits for this period.”

“Yes. Do it, computer,” Sparks said, rapping the desk impatiently.

“Working.”

Sparks waited for the computer to set up the channel and glanced out the window, watching Piper dive face-first into a scrum. Wow, it did look like fun…

“Unable to comply,” the computer suddenly stated. “Subspace networks in this sector are temporarily inoperable due to routine maintenance.”

“What?” Sparks asked. Maintenance was usually done during the wee hours of the night or on weekends. “When will the network be operable again?’

“Unknown.”

“That’s weird. Usually it’s just a couple of hours.”

“Unknown,” the computer replied.

“Well, you’ve been super helpful,” Sparks said, and pushed away from her desk. “Thanks for everything, computer.”



“And the pottery class expo is in the Deck Twelve multipurpose room tonight,” Counselor Peterman said, her voice toneless. “There’ll be some brief remarks, then a chance to walk around and look at the exhibits, and of course, punch and cake. Miss Sprinkles hopes everyone from the senior staff can make it.”

“The woman who teaches pottery is really named Miss Sprinkles?” Lt. Commander Hartley asked.

“Yeah,” Peterman said. “I’ve told her many times it’s more appropriate to go by ‘Ms. Sprinkles.’”

Baxter looked up tiredly from his padd and rubbed his eyes again. These oh-nine thirty meetings were hell when you’ve already been at work for three hours.

“Anything else to report, Counselor?”

“No, Captain,” Peterman said formally, with a small grin. “Other than that, nothing, um, unusual, to report.”

Baxter narrowed his eyes. “Would the Counselor care to share why she wasn’t in bed when I woke up this morning?”

Peterman straightened, feeling the looks of the senior staff around the table. “The Counselor was taking a stroll in the arboretum because it was a beautiful evening.”

“Could we, um, not do this now?” Richards asked from the other end of the table.

“The Counselor was out of bed at oh-four hundred. Evening had long since passed,” Baxter corrected.

“The Counselor oftentimes enjoys late night strolls.”

“The Captain does not recall many late night strolls before, except when the Counselor was under the influence of her cat.”

“The Counselor reminds the captain that her cat was being controlled by a vastly superior alien presence at the time.”

Baxter stared at Peterman. “So noted.”

“Is that all?” Tilleran asked, looking from Baxter down to Richards. “Or can I get out of here? I’ve got a lot to do…”

“I think we’ve pretty much wrapped up,” Richards said.

“As always, your human foibles are scintillating,” J’hana muttered, and headed for the door.

“Well,” Richards said, as everyone filed out. “I’ll just, uh, take the conn…”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, as Richards walked out. Peterman was still sitting at the conference room table, fumbling with her fingers. “Kelly, is there something you want to tell me?”

She looked up at Baxter. “Yes.” She opened her mouth, briefly, then closed it. She smiled. “I….love you, Andy.”

Baxter smiled back. “I love you too, sweetie. Which is why I worry…”

“Just a sleepless night,” Peterman said. “It’s nothing.”

“You’re sure?”

Peterman nodded. “Yep.”

“Okay. I’ve got some reports to write. See you and Steffie at lunch?”

“Yep!” Peterman said quickly.

“Sounds good. Wait till I tell you about the conversation I had with my Dad…”

“Can’t wait!” Peterman exclaimed, as Baxter headed out onto the bridge.

As soon as he was gone, Peterman bolted toward the opposite door, charging into the small lavatory on the other side. Morning sickness waits for no one, Peterman thought, as she heaved into the small duranium oval in the head adjacent to the conference room. Oh well. The day could only get better.



The lift ride through the Kirk Administration Building in Starfleet Command felt interminable.

Sparks felt a little uncomfortable taking this little issue over the head of the Academy administration, but she didn’t like the answers she got from the Commandant’s office, or Starfleet Communications, and she’d already missed the rugby game to run down this problem, so she figured she’d better see it through.

Anyway, Harlan Baxter was Captain Baxter’s father. He knew she’d served aboard the Explorer. She might even be able to get in to speak with him, and at least find out what the problem with the subspace network was. They don’t normally just take down the network in the middle of the day like that, not to mention the fact there was no timetable for completion.

Was she being completely stupid? Going all the way to a Fleet Admiral about a communications problem just so she could get a message through to her ex-boyfriend to let him know she missed him and was still thinking about him?

Sparks thought that through as she stood there, facing the door to Harlan’s office.

“Nah. It’s silly,” she said aloud. “I’ll just go back to the Academy.” But she still stood there. “Oh, hell with it,” she suddenly said, impulsively stabbing at the call button.

At first, nothing happened. She pushed it again.

She was just about to turn and walk away when the doors opened.

“Hi, I’m sorry to…” she began, then looked up. Her eyes went wide. “I…you’re…what are you…”

She fumbled for words, before the urge to flee kicked in full force and she turned to bolt away.

“Not so fast, young one,” Shank said, grabbing Sparks by the arm and dragging her into the office. “You got here just in time.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Sparks demanded, squirming in the Vulcan’s grasp, as Shank brought her into the recesses of Harlan’s suite, and into his grand office, with a broad window that overlooked the Starfleet presidio and Golden Gate Bridge.

The chair behind Harlan’s desk was turned toward the windows. When she entered, it turned slowly to reveal Captain Ficker, comfortably reclined in it.

“Ah, Cadet Sparks!” Ficker said. “How nice to see you again. Your timing is perfect. There’s about to be a bit of a disaster on Earth that will lock down most of our key facilities. Right now, this is the safest possible place for you.”

“Why don’t I believe you?” Sparks asked defiantly.

“Because you just don’t understand what I’m all about,” Ficker said.

“Where’s Admiral Baxter?”

“He’s busy,” Ficker said, and chuckled. “Very, very busy!”



“You’re crazy,” Mathers said, breathlessly chasing down Cadet Ethan Piper, both cadets still in their rugby gear.

“Because I didn’t shower after rugby?”

“No, because you’re following Nat Sparks like a dog. You have got to snap out of this and realize it’s never going to happen with her!”

“You don’t know that,” Piper said, striding toward the nearest lift, nodding at the security officer standing nearby. “Cadets Piper and Mathers, just here on a bit of business, to see Admiral Baxter. Friends of his son, and all. From the Explorer.”

The guard frowned at them, but did nothing to stop them, just sat back on his stool, returning to the padd he was reading.

“Guess the security scan when we walked in didn’t trip any alarms,” Mathers said, stepping into the lift.

“It will once my gpa for this term is uploaded,” Piper muttered. “Admiral Baxter’s office, please,” he ordered, and the lift began to rise.

“What are you planning to say to Sparks when you see her?” Mathers asked.

“I’m going to tell her to stop living in the past and trying to contact Plato on the Explorer when she could be spending time here and now with me.”

“Yeesh,” Mathers said. “And you really think that’ll work?”

“It’s worth a try, isn’t it?” Piper said.

“Guess that’s up to you,” Mathers replied, as suddenly the lift jarred to a stop, alert klaxons sounded and the lights inside went dim, and then the lift quickly plunged downward.

“Attention all Starfleet Personnel,” a voice eerily similar to that of Captain Baxter’s father said, coming across the speakers in the lift. “Earth is under attack. The Tertiary Directive is now in effect. Please report to assigned safe locations.”

“Tertiary Directive?” Piper asked blankly.

Mathers scratched his head. “Was that the one about black holes? Or is it a super nova?”

“Safe locations,” Piper repeated. “Safe locations! It’s an environmental disaster protocol. We’re supposed to report to underground shelters.”

“But they said Earth was under attack,” Mathers said, turning to the lift panel and punching several controls.

“So whoever it is, they’re using a biogenic or atmospheric weapon,” Piper said.

“Well, whatever the case, the turbolift is still going down and the panel’s not responding to my override,” Mathers replied. “Is there any chance this is a drill?’

“This is not a drill,” Harlan’s voice suddenly added over the comm.

“Guess not,” said Piper.

Just as suddenly as it started moving, the lift came to a halt and opened up on a wide underground passageway, lit only by red lights. A group of Starfleet officers was moving quickly down the corridor, like rats in a flood toward what Piper assumed was the aforementioned “safe location.”

In among the moving officers was Admiral Alynna Nechayev.

“Damn it,” she said to one of the officers walking with her. “It looks like for once Lucille Baxter was right. Try not to let that get around.”

“Yes, Admiral.”

“Cadets! Move!” a man with commander’s pips said, gesturing for Piper and Mathers to move along with everyone else. “This is everyone, Admiral!” he called out, jogging ahead to catch up with Nechayev.

Piper grabbed Mathers by the back of his uniform, holding him back as the group plowed past them.

“What are you doing?” Mathers asked, pulling back in the direction of the fleeing officers. “Those guys have way more pips than we do…heck, we don’t have any pips. I’m going in the same direction they are.”

“I didn’t see Nat anywhere in that crowd, and they said everyone was here. She must still be up there. She might be trapped!”

“And you want to risk life and limb to save her?”

“Wouldn’t you?”

“I kind of like the sound of ‘safe location,’” Mathers said. “Besides, those were our orders!”

“Did your time on the Explorer prove nothing?”

“It proved I’m lucky to be alive, and I for one don’t want to push my luck,” Mathers gulped.

“Come on, Colby. Don’t be scared.” Piper said, pulling Mathers in the opposite direction, to the nearest access hatch. Turbolifts would be of no use. “We’ll make a hero out of you yet!”

“Not if I have anything to say about it!” Mathers protested.



“I cleaned out every injector,” Plato said, breathlessly leaning against the door to Hartley’s office. “They’re spotless.”

The engineer looked up from her desktop terminal and grinned at the boy’s grimy uniform. “You got dirty!”

“Yeah. I thought that was virtually impossible in this day and age.”

“Did you follow my directions?”

“At first. Then I realized it was easier if I shrunk my hand and formed it into the shape of a crude spear. I was able to slide it down right into the injector assembly.”

“Glad you’re making use of your…special talents,” Hartley said, and continued to stare at her monitor.

“Is there anything else I can do for you?”

“Nah. Call it a day.”

Plato moved over to the chair in front of Hartley’s desk and sat down. “It’s not even lunch.”

Hartley glanced at him. “You’re a young guy. Go out and…I dunno, frolic…have fun!”

“I don’t need fun. I need work to distract me from thinking about Nat.”

“I know what you mean,” Hartley said idly.

Plato brightened. “You do?”

“Yeah, generally speaking, I mean…”

“Is everything okay with you and Mirk?”

Hartley narrowed her eyes. “Why do you ask?”

“Just curious!” Plato said. “I don’t want to get into your pants anymore, I promise.”

Hartley shook her head. “Mirk and I are fine.”

“You sure? Cause if you want to talk about it…you know, you were such a good listener when I was whining about Nat.”

“Go home, Plato,” Hartley said with a sigh.

“Okay. But can I do one warp core breach simulation before I leave?”

Hartley laughed. “But just the one.” Then she called after him, “…and try not to cause a real one, please!”



“V’haspant,” J’hana said, easing up to the bar. “Extra chunks.”

“Chunks this early?” Mirk turned to the replicator and punched in the order.

“It is shaping up to be a difficult day.”

“Seems like a pretty typical day to me,” Mirk said, and handed J’hana the scalding, bubbling cauldron that held the Andorian coffee- analog.

“Lieutenant Commander Tilleran is hiding something from me,” J”hana said. “I am no telepath, but I can sense when my Imzadi is not being entirely forthright.”

Mirk nodded. “Is she really your Imzadi anymore? Aren’t you with Chris?”

“Imzadi is forever,” J’hana said, sipping from her drink.

“How does Chris feel about that?”

J’hana shrugged. “He seems fine with it.”

“If you say so. I’d find it somewhat disturbing.”

“You have no frame of reference. Your marriage to Lieutenant Commander Hartley is annoyingly perfect.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Mirk said. “I…nevermind, it’s not important. I’m the bartender. I’m here to help you with your problems.”

“Andorians don’t have problems,” J’hana said, taking another sip. “We have targets.”



“We’re so going to get suspended!” Mathers whispered, sounding terribly winded, as he jogged after Piper along the upper-level hallway in the Kirk Admin Building.

“Someone is trying to kill every living thing on the planet,” Piper snapped. “Starfleet has bigger problems than us running around the Kirk Building unsupervised!”

“Slow down! We just climbed up a million stories on that ladder!”

Piper rolled his eyes. “Stop exaggerating. I can’t believe you survived J’hana’s training regimen.”

Mathers chuckled to himself. “J’hana would just start the program, and go to the bridge. She usually left Unlathi behind to supervize. That old Velvattian is a total softie. We would go watch movies instead…”

“That explains so much,” Piper said, reaching a bend in the corridor. He stopped suddenly, causing Mathers to nearly bump into him. He turned to Mathers, who was about to open his mouth, and put a finger to his lips.

“…not what we agreed to,” a shrill voice said. “Captain Ficker was only supposed to threaten to kill half the brass in Starlfeet…not actually do it!”

“This is Starfleet Command,” a deeper, more even voice replied. “Not an Orias Modular Habitat Park. A credible threat is necessary to force them to action.”

“Well, I for one…”

Piper shrunk back from the connecting corridor. Those voices were approaching fast.

He motioned for Mathers to run the other way, waving with his hands. Mathers heard the voices get close, and found a surprising amount of stamina in his reserves. He bolted the other way.

Moments later, Dr. Maura Drake and the Vulcan Shank rounded the corner.

“Did you hear something?” Drake asked.

“I am half-deaf,” Shank replied.

“That’s odd, for a Vulcan.”

“It is a statistical improbability, nothing more,” Shank said. “I would suggest you do not fixate on it.”

“Is your poor hearing why you decided to secede from Vulcan and become an anarchist?”

“It is not,” Shank said.

Drake glanced around. “Are you sure you didn’t hear anyone?”

“We can run a sensor sweep when we get back to Admiral Baxter’s office, but I assure you that we were quite efficient in creating a false alarm sufficient to evacuate this facility fully. No one would be stupid enough to remain behind and face certain annihilation from an alien weapon.”

“I suppose,” Drake said. “Now where did you say that replicator was? I’m craving a baked potato in the worst way!”

“You are an unusual and unstable woman,” Shank said. “At any rate, the replicator should be right down this corridor…”

For his part, Cadet Piper hunched in the crawlspace as Shank and Drake passed by the vent. “That was close…” he whispered back to Mathers, who was crammed in behind him.

“You are squishing me,” Mathers muttered softly from behind him.

“We have to get to a comm station and contact someone!” Piper said.

“That’ll be pretty much impossible, as all of Starfleet Command is locked down and the subspace net isn’t working.”

Piper thought about what Shank and Drake had said. “I bet it’s working in one place…”



“You seem chipper,” Richards said, as Baxter sat beside him in the command chair.

“I am,” Baxter said. “I feel at peace with the world. My Dad’s proud of me.”

“Aw,” Madera said, turning in her chair.

“There will be no ‘aw’-ing on the bridge,” Richards snapped.

“When did we start that ridiculous policy?” Madera replied.

“Right now.”

“That seems rather arbitrary,” Sefelt mildly pointed out.

“Don’t you start,” Richards said, shaking his head.

“A little odd, though,” Baxter said, mostly to himself. “My Dad said something strange…”

“Like what?” Richards asked.

“He said he loved me. And thought the world of me.”

“Yeah, that’s a bit strange,” Richards said.

“I know!” Baxter said. “Think I should be worried?”

“I’d really rather you worry about our warp core intermix or the mission to Circassia to map gaseous anomalies,” Richards sighed.

Baxter pivoted to face his first officer. “Testy?”

“I think we all need a vacation,” Richards said, taking a deep breath. “It’s been a long…whatever this is.”

“You can say that again,” Baxter said, wheeling toward the aft turbolift, which opened to reveal Lt. Commanders J’hana and Tilleran.

“Reporting for duty, fully refueled on v’haspant,” J”hana said, stepping up to tactical.

“Thanks, I didn’t want any anyway,” Tilleran said with a wink as she crossed over to sciences.

“I didn’t know you still drank v’haspant,” J’hana replied offhand as she plunked her panel.

“Some habits die hard,” Tilleran said with a smile.

“Aherm!” Richards cleared his throat, standing. “Sit rep, Commander Tilleran. What’s the latest on your efforts to reverse Ficker’s mind control on the Tellarites?”

“A few leads, but nothing concrete yet,” Tilleran said. “I’m going to take another stab at it when I get off-shift. Whatever Doctor Drake concocted, it’s terribly efficient at rooting out the self-determination areas of the brain and blocking them completely.”

“Keep working,” Richards said. “Those Tellarites aren’t going to get better by themselves.”

“Yes, sir,” Tilleran said, with a sideways glance. “Anything else, sir?”

“No,” Richards said, and returned to his chair. He folded his arms. “But I would have liked a v’haspant too.”

“Oh for the love of the Hivemother,” J’hana groused.

“You guys,” Baxter said, shaking his head, just as the tactical console beeped.

“Sir,” J’hana said, glancing at the panel. “We’re getting a communication from Earth.”

“I thought the subspace nets were just taken down for maintenance,” Richards said.

“Uncertain,” J’hana said. “The signal is clumsily encoded. I am attempting to decipher it…”

“Help her out, Tilleran,” Baxter said, and stood, moving back to the tactical console as the Betazoid crossed the bridge to join them there.

“Well?” Richards asked, from the command area.

J’hana looked up. “I’m putting it on screen.”

All eyes turned to the bridge view screen, which was suddenly filled with what appeared to be a small, spartan, Starfleet-decorated…

…bathroom.

“Tilleran, am I seeing what I think I’m seeing?”

Tilleran checked the data stream coming across J’hana’s screen. “Well, it’s too far away for longrange sensors. But yes. I think that’s a toilet.”

Richards stared at the screen. “What the…?”

Suddenly the screen was filled with the roundish face of Cadet Colby Mathers. “Ethan! I got it working!”

“Move!” Piper said, pushing Mathers aside. “Thank God! Captain Baxter! Look, I don’t have much time. We’re in your dad’s office and…”

“Cadet?” Baxter asked, not sure whether to be annoyed or amused. “Why are you in my father’s bathroom? This the new Red Squad initiation?”

“No,” Piper said, glancing worriedly to his left. “No, sir. I couldn’t get through to Spacedock or Mars Defense. Starfleet Command’s locked down. They think we’re under attack but they have no idea what’s really going on. Nat’s been captured. They’re holding her in your Dad’s office. Colby and I slipped in through the maintenance duct and…”

Baxter held up his hands, crossing to the front of the bridge. “Hold on, Piper, just hold on. Who’s captured Nat?”

“Ficker, sir,” Piper blurted. “It’s Alvin Ficker. He’s trying to…”

“Chris…” Baxter said, motioning to Richards as he stared at the screen.

Richards nodded. “Lieutenant Madera, change course for Earth, and increase our speed to maximum warp. Richards to engineering…”

“We just changed course,” Baxter said earnestly, as Richards implored Hartley for more power to the engines. “You better not be kidding me.” He stepped toward the screen. “Ethan, you’ve got to breathe. Tell me exactly what is happening there.”

“I think Alvin Ficker is going to do something horrible to Starfleet Command…or at least blackmail them to do who-knows-what. He’s holed up her in your father’s office, and I think they’re somehow using his access codes to…”

Suddenly Piper’s head whipped around as the sound of a door opening could be heard from behind him and the screen suddenly returned to streaking stars.

Everyone stared at the streaking stars for a moment.

“Red alert!” Baxter snapped, still staring at the screen. “All hands to battle stations!”

“Hartley gave us nine point nine five, but it won’t last long,” Richards said, stepping up next to Baxter as Tilleran jogged back to sciences and J’hana went to work at tactical, securing the ship for combat.

“We won’t need it long,” Baxter said, and turned to face the aft stations. “J’hana, I need all available power diverted to weapons and shields. Bring up everything we have on the Idlewild. Every weakness, every tactical advantage. All of it!” J’hana didn’t bother to acknowledge the order, she just quickened her pace at her panel. “Commander Tilleran, I need a way to reverse the effects of Drake’s device. Now.”

“I’m on it, Captain,” Tilleran said, and bolted for the aft turbolift.

Madera turned away from her panel. “Captain, even at this speed it’s nineteen hours back to Earth.”

“If there’s anything left in those engines, use it now, Lieutenant,” Baxter said, and headed back to the readyroom.

“Captain?” Richards asked.

“You’ve got the conn, Chris,” Baxter said, and without another word, disappeared into his office.



BLEEEP!

BLEEEP!

BLEEEP!

After three ignored chimes, Counselor Peterman tried another tack and knocked on Baxter’s ready room door.

When that didn’t work, she turned to look at Richards, who stood at the center of the bridge, arms folded. He glanced at her and shrugged.

Finally, Baxter’s voice sounded over the comm. “What.”

“Can I come in?” Peterman demanded.

The doors obediently swished open, and Peterman strode into Baxter’s office. “Care to tell me what the hell you’re doing in here?”

Baxter was seated behind his desk, head resting on the desk, arms dangling at his sides. “Thinking.”

Peterman moved over to the desk and sat down opposite Baxter. “You’re going to have a mark on your forehead.”

He didn’t look up. “Well then, now we really do have an emergency on our hands.”

“You going to tell me what’s wrong?” Peterman asked gently.

“Haven’t you been briefed by…” Baxter waved a hand at the door, but didn’t look up. “One of those people out there?”

“Yes,” Peterman said. “I understand Alvin Ficker has somehow gotten control of Starfleet Command and has your father and our cadets held hostage.”

“You better check. He might have my Great Aunt Ruth too.”

“She’d beat him up with her purse,” Peterman said with a small smirk.

“This is no time for jokes,” Baxter muttered.

“You started it,” Peterman said. She leaned closer, and ran a hand gently through Baxter’s hair. “Why are you laying there like a deactivated android?”

“Looking for cracks in my desk.”

“Andy…”

“No reason.”

“Andy.”

Baxter tilted his head upward. “I can’t go out there, Kelly.”

Peterman folded her arms in front of her and leaned her chin down on them. “And why is that?”

“Admiral Nechayev was right. I’m not up to this. I can’t save Starfleet.”

“Andy, we don’t have time for this…”

“Who am I kidding? I’m a punchline. The guy who was promoted from Inventory to Captain in one day and shuttled off to the Delta Quadrant like space garbage.”

“And we made it back from the Delta Quadrant. Years before what’s-her-name and the Villager did.”

“Voyager.”

“Whatever.”

“Where does Nechayev get off, anyway, telling you that you’re not good enough?”

“She was very haughty with me.”

“She’s an admiral. What do you expect?”

“Respect!” Baxter snapped. “I expect at least a shred of frigging respect!”

Peterman shook her head. “You’ve been talked down to by your superiors, your peers, and your subordinates for the better part of your career, and you choose now to actually listen to one of them?!”

“Maybe it’s starting to sink in. It’s time I came to my senses.” He pushed to his feet. “We’ve got to turn this ship around. Find someone else to go stop Ficker. Picard, Beesey, Markman…somebody!

Peterman stepped to the side and blocked Baxter, putting a hand on his chest. “And what the hell are you going to use to call them? A tin can and a string? Ficker took down the subspace network!”

“Well I sure as hell can’t do it.”

“You’re right,” Peterman said, stepping aside to let Baxter past. “You can’t.”

Baxter stared at her. “Wait. You’re tricking me. Otherwise you wouldn’t have agreed with me that easily.”

Peterman nodded. “You can’t stop Alvin Ficker, but WE can.”

Baxter looked Peterman up and down. “You got a phaser rifle tucked in there somewhere?”

“I mean all of us. Your crew. We can stop Ficker.”

“And what makes you say that?” Baxter asked, crossing his ready room and collapsing onto the couch next to his desk.

“Because a frightened cadet who’s in way over his head believes in us. He believes in you. Piper could have called Captain Mannix, or Schuster, or Bradigan. But he didn’t. He called us.”

“He just reached out to the first ship he could think of.”

“And you’re going to let him down? Not to mention Sparks, Mathers, your father, the whole of Starfleet Command…including that bitch Nechayev?”

Baxter looked up at Peterman, chewing on his bottom lip. “She was right. Piper isn’t the only one in over his head.”

Peterman knelt in front of Baxter, putting her hands on his knees. “Andy, we all take risks in this business. If we try to save Starfleet and fail, I can accept that. But damn it, Andy, if we don’t at least try, so help me, I’ll never forgive you for that.”

Baxter looked up at Peterman and stared at her for a moment.

Peterman stared back, for what seemed like an eternity. Finally, she blinked. “Andy?”

“Speed,” Baxter said, leaping off the couch, nearly pushing Peterman aside. “We need more speed.”

Peterman stood up. “So you’re going to…”

“Kick Alvin Ficker from here to Andromeda,” Baxter called over his shoulder, walking out onto the bridge and ducking into the nearest turbolift. “Engineering!”



“Great plan, Captain!” Lt. Commander Hartley exclaimed, with a broad smile.

Baxter cocked his head. “You mean it? I was expecting some resistance, at least at fir…”

“NO I DON’T MEAN IT!” Hartley snapped back. “Do you really want us to blow up?!”

Baxter eased back against the master systems console, doing his best not to punch any wrong buttons. “Not particularly…”

“Well, that’s what’ll happen. I can’t open up the injectors that much. It’ll cripple us. We’ll arrive at Earth in half the time but we’ll be a four point five million ton paper weight when we get there! And that’s assuming we can even stop once we get going that fast!”

Baxter put a hand on Hartley’s shoulder. “Commander, I know you can make this happen.”

“You’re talking about sustained travel at speeds this ship wasn’t designed for. You have no idea what’s involved in this.”

“You’re right,” Baxter said. “But you do. You’re my Chief Engineer. You know the Explorer’s strengths and weaknesses better than anyone. And you can get us there faster. I know you can.” He patted Hartley on the back. “Now hop to it, Commander.”

“But…”

“I’ll be on the bridge. Let me know when we can increase our speed.” And with that, Baxter walked out of engineering, leaving Hartley standing there, agape.

She didn’t stand still for long.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58734.5. The Explorer is now less than two hours from Earth. We were able to cut ten hours off our trip. I’m told we’ll need a complete engine overhaul once this crisis is over, but Commander Hartley came through for us. At least, we haven’t blown up yet.

Then again, the day is young.



“Anybody else feel like we’re hurtling toward a stationary object at extremely unsafe velocities?” Lt. Commander Tilleran asked as she sat down at the conference table.

“Isn’t that what we always do?” J’hana asked. “If it isn’t, then I’m in the wrong line of work.”

“You always know how to cheer me up,” Tilleran said with a chuckle.

“Hey, let’s get this meeting going,” Richards said quickly, glancing at Tilleran and J’hana as he took a seat next to Baxter at the head of the table.

“Thanks for coming,” Baxter said, looking at the faces of his senior staff, including Peterman, Sefelt, Madera, Holly Wilcox, and even Janice Browning.

“I have one question,” Hartley said. “If we’re all in here, then who the hell is steering?”

“We’re on auto-pilot,” Madera said.

“And you’re comfortable turning on the auto pilot at Warp Nine point nine nine nine nine eight?”

“Hey, it’s the same thing we always do, just a little faster.”

“A little,” Hartley said dryly.

“Don’t feel bad, Lieutenant,” Browning said, leaning toward Madera. “I left a pot of chili on the stove.”

“I promise it’ll be a short meeting,” Baxter said, resting his hands on the table. “So. By now you’ve all been briefed.”

“About how Alvin Ficker is literally taking over the planet Earth?” Tilleran said, shaking her head. “Yeah. We got the memo.”

“So you know what we need to do.” He looked around the table.

“The words ‘overwhelming force’ come to mind,” J’hana said.

“I knew they would,” Baxter said with a small smile. “And thanks to Hartley’s handiwork with the engines, we’ll be able to unleash that force a lot sooner.”

“Did I mention we still might blow up before we ever get to Earth?” Hartley spoke up.

“You might have brushed on it,” Baxter said. “Now then, we need a plan. The Idlewild will certainly be in orbit of Earth. And for all we know, Ficker has gotten control of the Mars Defenses.”

“We can’t just fly up and start shooting,” Richards said.

“We’ll need to do something a little more subtle than that,” J’hana said. “Though I like the way you think.”

“Ficker knows that Piper contacted us,” Peterman said. “So he’ll be expecting us.”

“He’s probably elated,” Baxter said. “Now he’ll get to gloat.”

“Can we use that to our advantage?” J’hana said. “Throw the captain at them and sneak in to rescue everyone while Ficker gloats about his wonderful plan?”

“If only it were that simple,” Baxter said.

“We’ve also got a lot of civilians aboard,” Holly said. “We might want to think of a way to get them to safety.”

“We’ve never done that before,” Tilleran said. “Why start now?”

“We sometimes do it,” Peterman said.

“Holly’s right,” Richards said. “Ficker may not want to gloat. He’s probably left Worthy in command of the Idlewild, and that guy would just as soon blow us out of the stars than engage us in clever repartee.”

“Good point,” Baxter said.

“So where does that leave us?” Peterman asked, looking around.

Janice Browning leaned forward. “And why am I here, Andy?”

Baxter took a long breath. “Because somebody will need to talk to Plato, and I’m going to have my hands full…”



“Okay.”

Browning sat across the table from Plato in her restaurant, leaning forward on her elbows. “Okay?”

Plato nodded gently. “Okay, I understand.”

Browning blinked. “And that’s all you’ve got to say?”

“The captain, and the others…they’re going to go get her, I mean…them?”

“Yes. We’re headed to Earth.” Browning took a deep breath. “Very, very quickly.”

“They’ll do everything they can,” Plato said. “I know they will.”

“Plato,” Browning said, reaching out and taking Plato’s hands. “I know how you feel about Nat Sparks. And she’s in danger. And you must be angry, and scared, and all sorts of other things. It’s okay to talk about it.”

“I’m really fine,” Plato said. “I know the Explorer crew is going to do what needs to be done.”

“Wow. You really have grown up. Time was you would have stolen the Escort or jumped into an escape pod or something and gone off on your own.”

“I was a kid then,” Plato said dismissively. “But I do wish there was something I could do. I hate to think of my friends being down on Earth, in trouble, and there’s nothing I can do.”

“Yeah,” Browning said, and gazed off thoughtfully.

“It’s not like I can do anything about it. I’m just a trainee, right?”

“Right,” Browning said distantly.

“Do you think Commander Hartley will need me in Engineering?”

“No,” Browning said, and turned to look at Plato, blinking. “I’m, um, to take you back to our quarters, until we decide, I mean, until they decide…” She trailed off.

“Mom?” Plato asked. “You okay?”

Browning smiled at Plato, squeezing his hands. “Yeah. Yeah I am, sweetie.” She leaned forward and kissed him hard on the forehead. “Get on to our quarters. I’ll meet you there.”

As Plato headed out, he passed crewmen Plarnax and McDougle, from Astrophysics, who strode into the restaurant.

“Two for lunch?” Plarnax asked casually.

“We’re hurtling toward oblivion at the moment, folks, so I’m afraid we’re closing early,” Browning said, and headed back to the kitchen.

There were a few things she needed to do.



“Admiral!” Captain Ficker said, easing back against Admiral Baxter’s desk as he stared at the wall monitor in the Admiral’s well- appointed office. “What can I do for you?”

Admiral Alynna Nechayev stared back at Ficker, her eyes boring into him like a dolemide phaser drill. “What can you DO for me?” she demanded. “You contacted ME!”

“Oh, right,” Ficker said. “Since I’ve blacked out sensors and communications throughout Starfleet Command and trapped you all in your little panic room, you could have gone on hiding down there in blissful ignorance indefinitely. So I guess it’s a good thing I called you, huh?”

“What have you done to Admiral Baxter?” Nechayev asked.

“Nothing! He’s right here.” Ficker scooted aside to reveal Harlan seated behind his desk.

“Hiya,” Harlan waved, staring a head blankly.

“Admiral…” Nechayev said. “Harlan. What is the situation?”

Harlan stared at Nechayev long and hard. He cocked his head quizzically, then turned to Ficker. “What should I tell her?”

“Tell her you love Feluvian Opera and that you’d like to make passionate love to her in the middle of a senior staff briefing.”

“I love Felubian Opera and I…”

“Enough!” Nechayev shouted. “Reverse whatever it is you’ve done to him and return control of our facilities to us immediately.”

“I’d like nothing more,” Ficker said. He turned to Harlan, smiling patiently. “Hey, buddy. Could you do me a favor and go in the other room while Alynna and I talk business? Doctor Drake is there and I’m sure she’d love to play with you.”

“Sure thing,” Harlan said, sliding out of his chair and heading out of the office. “Nice talking to you, Admiral.”

Nechayev gritted her teeth. “What do you want, Ficker?”

“My…disagreements…with the way Starfleet handles its business are well-advertised. You know we never did see eye-to-eye, Alynna.”

“Get on with it,” Nechayev fumed.

“But rather than take out my frustrations on your and your colleagues, I’d rather attack the problem at the source.”

“Starfleet Command? The Federation Council?”

“No, the very place our people learn there’s only one right way to do things, and that it’s wrong to be different. Starfleet Academy.”

“If you lay one hand on our cadets…”

“Now, now,” Ficker said, holding up his hands. “Let’s do away with the silly threats. I have no intention of hurting the cadets.”

“Then what is it you want from us?”

“I want nothing from you. You’ll get your precious Starfleet Command back once I’m done…renovating the Academy.”

Nechayev pursed her lips. “And that means?”

Ficker gave a magnanimous smile. “I will take all of your cadets. Every single one of them will come aboard the Idlewild. And they will follow me. I can be quite convicning.”

Nechayev stared fire at Ficker. “So help me, if I ever get my hands on you…”

“Yawn!” Ficker snapped, and punched a control on Harlan’s desk, shutting off the channel. “Mister Shank, tell the Idlewild that Doctor Drake will be proceeding to the Academy within the hour to launch her weapon, and then he can expect to beam up a bunch of new recruits. And then we’ll turn our attention to Admiral Nechayev and friends.”

“Captain, did you not just tell Admiral Nechayev that all you wanted was the cadets?”

“Silly Vulcan, what do you think Starfleet will do once we leave? They’ll hunt us from here to Alpha Centauri. But, if I brainwash every flag officer in the building to follow my orders, they will cover this whole thing up, and allow me to go about my business in peace. At least until I can take over ALL of Starfleet Command.”

“You are wise,” Shank said, though he had his doubts. Then again, who was Shank to ask questions? By Vulcan standards, he was certifiable in his own right.

And anarchy was, after all, a very good thing.



“Forty minutes to Terran System,” Lt. Madera said, looking up at the viewscreen from the helm.

Baxter and Richards stood together on the bridge watching the stars streak toward them, a little faster than usual.

“Second thoughts?” Richards asked.

“Nope,” Baxter said. “It’s a good plan.”

“You realize it has the potential to, well, literally blow up in our faces?”

“Don’t our plans always have that potential?” Baxter asked.

“Fair point,” Richards said. “I just wanted to give you one last chance to back out and try something else.”

“No,” Baxter said. “This is the kind of dumbass thing Jean-Luc Picard would do. So I must be on the right track.”

Just then, the aft turbolift opened up to reveal Counselor Peterman.

“Andy,” she said. “Can we talk about this?”

“Nope, I’m afraid we can’t,” Baxter said, walking around to the back of the bridge, giving one long glance around. “I’m on a bit of a timetable.”

“It’s crazy!”

“You say tomato,” Baxter said, and strode to the aft turbolift, pressing the call button.

“You always say that and you don’t even know what it means!”

“It sounds right,” Baxter said, as the lift doors opened to reveal Janice Browning, in full uniform.

“There must be a hell of a line for this thing,” Baxter said, glancing at Browning’s uniform. “Janice, there something you want to tell me?”

“Lieutenant Commander Janice Browning, reporting for duty,” Browning said.

“Janice?” Richards asked, stepping up behind Baxter and Peterman. “What is this?”

“Commander Browning,” Browning said. “Please.”

Baxter looked at Browning and shook his head. “This is not the time for…whatever it is you think you’re trying to do.”

“I’m trying to stand with my crewmates at a time when you need all hands on deck, Captain. You have the authority to reinstate my commission in times of crisis. And this would certainly count as that. So do it already.”

“No!” Richards said, stepping up next to Baxter. “You need to be with Plato.”

“We’ve talked about it,” Browning said. “He understands.” She smiled at Richards. “You should, too.”

Baxter took a deep breath, and sighed it out, clapping a hand on Browning’s shoulder. “Request granted, Commander. Hang out here. You’ll be needed.”

“Andy,” Richards said.

“When she’s right, she’s right. We need all essential crew to man their stations. And she’s essential crew.” With that, he ducked into the turbolift, and Peterman joined him. “Escort,” he ordered.

“So no way I can talk you out of this?” Peterman asked as the lift descended.

“Nope.” Baxter glanced at his wife. “Matter of fact, I believe you talked me into it.”

“But not this way! I mean, I figured we’d come up with, you know, a better plan.”

“This is what we’ve got,” Baxter said, as the lift doors opened. He walked down the corridor toward the Escort airlock, where Tilleran and J’hana stood, looking impatient.

“Besides,” Baxter added. “Are you going to doubt J’hana and Tilleran for a moment?”

J’hana stared at Peterman. “Well?”

Peterman shook her head. “No. Of course not.”

“Go in and start the departure sequence,” Baxter said, nodding at Tilleran and J’hana. “I’ll be just a minute.” He turned to Peterman. “Well? You have anything to say to me?”

Peterman grasped at her stomach. “Well…”

Baxter pulled her into a tight hug. “I mean, a few words of encouragement wouldn’t hurt.”

“Oh. That. Of course…I mean sure…”

Baxter clutched Peterman’s cheeks and looked into her eyes. “What is going on with you, honey?”

“Nothing. I’m just…there’s a lot going on right now, so…”

“You were acting weird before all this happened.”

“I’m fine.”

Baxter looked a little deeper into Peterman’s eyes. “I swear, sometimes, I think I can hear your thoughts.”

“We should talk about that sometime. Sounds like mild schizophrenia,” Peterman offered.

“Yeah,” Baxter said, staring at his wife. “Guess so.”

“J’hana to Captain Baxter: You are about to miss your only shot at honorable death.”

“That’s your cue,” Peterman said with a small chuckle.

“Give Steffie the biggest kiss in the world for me,” Baxter said. “And sit tight. Okay?”

Peterman nodded. “I’ll tell her you’ll be home soon.” She took his hands. “Cause you will.”

Baxter nodded. “Cause I will.” He kissed Peterman on the forehead and turned, ducking into the airlock, which as usual would have to close up and turn upside-down in order for him to board the Escort. “Here’s hoping I don’t throw up this time!”

Peterman watched him go. “Here’s hoping.”



“You look busy,” a voice said from behind Lt. Commander Hartley as she tapped intently at the master systems display in engineering, as her officers worked feverishly around her.

Hartley glanced over her shoulder. “I am, so unless this is terribly frigging important…” Her face softened as she saw who had spoken to her. “Mirk.”

The Maloxian looked around Engineering. “I was coming to see if there was something I could do to help.”

“Can you boost the efficiency of the warp core?”

Mirk thought about that for a moment. If he was a Director, the Explorer wouldn’t even need a warp core. It would appear instantly at Earth. But he decided that was the last thing Hartley needed to hear. “No,” he finally said.

“Then nope, you can’t help.”

Mirk moved closer to Hartley and put his hands on her shoulders, squeezing them as she worked. “Then I’ll just tell you I love you. I always have, and always will.”

Hartley glanced back at him. “You shouldn’t be here, you know.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Mirk said, and kissed her cheek.

She turned back to her panel and kept working. Then she turned again to say something to Mirk, but he was gone.



Browning stood next to Richards as he watched the Escort head out into space on the forward viewer.

“Did you have a chance to talk to J’hana before she left?” she asked.

“We don’t really do that,” Richards said. “She’ll be fine.”

“You okay?”

“Yeah.” Richards turned around and headed to the command chair. “We have our own job to do. Take sciences. And make sure Counselor Peterman is all set.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” Browning said with a grin and bolted back to sciences.



“Coffee?” Ensign Megan Aprile asked, stepping up to Commander Roland Worthy with a steaming cup in hand as he stood on the Idlewild bridge staring at the viewscreen.

“Why yes, thank you,” Worthy said, taking the cup and sipping from it. “Delicious. If there’s one thing I enjoy, it’s a good cup of coffee.”

“Yeah, pretty much everyone does,” Aprile said. “So what?”

“Wow, you have a lot of sass for someone who had her brain reprogrammed,” Worthy observed.

“You asked me to be sassy,” Aprile reminded him.

“Oh, that’s right,” Worthy said. “Say, I almost forgot, how many Idlewild crew do we have left to reprogram?”

“Hold on, let me look at the crew manifest,” Aprile said, crossing the bridge and grabbing the padd off a nearby console, as the Idlewild’s bridge crew obediently tapped away at their controls. “Yes, that’s right, um, no one.”

“We’ve done everyone?” Worthy asked.

“Finished up early this afternoon,” Aprile said. “Well, except for you.”

“Then let’s just call that a job done,” Worthy said. “Go ahead and beam Doctor Drake’s device down to Admiral Baxter’s office.”

“Should I give Captain Ficker an update on the brainwashing?”

“No reason to bother him with minutae. He’ll just be gratified to know that we won’t suffer any further…insurgence…by confused crew.”

“Aye, sir,” Aprile said, as she obediently beamed the device down to the Kirk Building. “I don’t know why anyone would want to disagree with you, sir. You’re so handsome! And you’re a great speller…”

“Yes, I love it when women compliment my spelling,” Worthy said idly, as Lt. Prouse looked up from tactical.

“Commander…”

“What did I say about calling me Captain when Ficker isn’t on board?”

Prouse stared at him blankly. “Of course. Captain, we have a contact entering the Terran system, bearing oh-four-four mark zero-zero- two.”

“We disabled Mars Defense,” Worthy said. “Who could it be? Starship? Private vessel?”

“It’s a starship all right,” Prouse said. “But it’s tiny.”

“Defiant-class?”

“No. Smaller. And less imposing. And older. And crappier.”

“On screen.”

Worthy turned to the viewscreen as the image of a modified Peregrine-class fighter appeared, and he stepped forward. “Confirm identity.”

“Yes. U.S.S. Escort, attached to the Starship Explorer.”

“It’s not attached right now,” Worthy said. “Aprile, get back to sciences and scan long range. Check for any sign of the Explorer.” He glanced at the helm. “Mister Crane, intercept course.”

“Captain, aren’t we supposed to be executing Captain Ficker’s plan soon?” Prouse asked.

“Not until we deal with this little problem,” Worthy said, cracking his knuckles.

“No sign of the Explorer on longrange,” Aprile reported. “Orders, sir?”

“Yes indeed,” Worthy said, pointing at the Escort on the screen. “Let’s blow that hunk of junk out of the stars.”



“She looks big,” Tilleran observed from the foreward helm station, as the Escort headed toward the Idlewild.

“Sabre-class starships are relatively small,” J’hana said. “She’s barely a third the size of the Explorer.”

“Which still makes her much bigger than we are,” Baxter said.

“True,” said J’hana, from Baxter’s right, at tactical/operations. “But I am not concerned.”

“Of course you’re not,” Baxter muttered. “Raise shields and arm all weapons. Open a channel to the Idlewild.”

“The subspace nets are still down,” Tilleran replied.

“Something tells me the Idlewild will still be capable of communicating,” Baxter said.

“Indeed,” J’hana said. “They are returning our hail.”

“On screen,” Baxter said, standing and straightening his uniform, as Commander Roland Worthy appeared on the viewscreen.

“Captain!” Worthy exclaimed. “What brings you here?”

“The irresistible urge to blow you to fucking pieces,” Baxter said.

“What should we try if diplomacy doesn’t work?” Tilleran quipped.

“Destroy us? With that wind-up toy of a ship? I think not,” Worthy laughed. “I know this trick. You’re trying to create a diversion so the Explorer can head to Earth and sabotage Captain Ficker’s plans.”

“Not at all. I’m on my own here. I won’t risk the Explorer.”

“If that’s true, it’s incredibly stupid.”

“What can I say,” Baxter said, narrowing his eyes at Worthy. “I’m incredibly stupid. Close channel.” He glanced at J’hana. “As soon as we’re in range, fire all weapons. Tilleran…head out toward Jupiter. Keep the Idlewild as far from Earth as possible.”

“Not sure how long we can manage that,” Tilleran replied.

“We won’t need long,” Baxter said.



“Well?” Richards asked as Hartley jogged out of the turbolift and swung around behind the aft engineering station.

“Did you notice us exploding?”

“Not yet,” Richards admitted.

“Then I’d say we were able to come out of warp in one piece,” Hartley said, bringing up engine status on the panel and looking it over. “But the engines are slagged. Hope we don’t need to go to warp again anytime soon.”

“Nope,” Richards said. “Mister Keefler, how are the sensor- reflective shields holding up?”

“We’re on the dark side of the moon and there’s no indication the Idlewild has spotted us yet.”

“Let’s hope nobody on the Idlewild decides to do any stargazing out their windows,” Browning piped up from sciences.

Hartley’s brow furrowed as she looked over her console, then she looked up. “Commander, why is Janice Browning here?”

“She’s here to help. You have a problem with that?”

“Seems perfectly sensible,” Hartley said. “We might need lunch later. Or serious medical attention.” She glanced up from her panel. “Well, transporters are fired up and interlinked. We’re ready on our end.”

Richards nodded. “Bridge to Peterman. You ready?”

“Locked and loaded, Commander,” Peterman replied. “I’ve got pillows, blankets, medical supplies, and enough snacks for a couple of days…”

“And how many of your animals have you loaded up?”

“All of them,” Peterman said. “I actually beamed them down already.”

“Mind if we start beaming the people down, too?” Richards asked wryly.

“Sure,” Peterman said. “Just one request. Tell people to keep their muddy shoes off the carpet!”

Richards shook his head. “Anybody else think this idea is stupid?”



Harold Raines looked up from his crossword puzzle. “Did you hear something?”

“What?” Maude Raines asked, staring across the kitchen table at her husband.

“I said, did you hear something?”

“You know I can’t hear so well since they replaced my eardrums!”

“It was like a high-pitched whine.”

“I hear those all the time,” Maude harrumphed.

“And voices,” Harold said, easing out of his chair and crossing over to the kitchen window. “Lots of voices…”

“Stop worrying. Things have been great since the Admiral and that lovely woman moved in next door…”

Harold stood at the kitchen window and looked outside at the house next door, which was quite suddenly filled with all manner of Starfleet officers and civilians. Some were out circling the house, setting up artificial shelters and command posts. Others seemed to be studying Harold’s house with tricorders.

And…yes…those were runabouts landing in the yard in between the houses. One of them crushed his tomato bed!

“Well, now they’ve done it,” Harold fumed. “I’m going to give those Starfleet bastards what…”

Suddenly there was a knock at the door.

Harold ambled over and opened the door, to reveal Counselor Peterman.

“Hey, neighbor!” she waved. “Would you mind if about fifty people come over for a bit to hang out? We’ve filled up our house, and have even more beaming down, and it’s getting a little crowded. See, there’s just this Starfleet thing we have to deal with and we have to get our nonessentials to safe ground, and for now, this is it!”

“Now wait just one…” Harold began.

“Thanks!” Peterman said, pulling Harold into a big hug. “Oh, and don’t go in your back yard for a while.”

“Why n…” Harold began, as suddenly he heard his wife scream from the back of the house.

“HAROLD! Did you put a zoo in our back yard and not tell me?”

“Yeah,” Peterman said. “Tell your wife not to feed the lion or the gazelle. They’ve already eaten. The others could probably use some kibble. Thanks so much for your help!”



“Hard to port!” Baxter called, hanging on to the command chair of the Escort as the Idlewild bore down, firing. “Keep on the evasive. Don’t let them score any direct hits!”

“Easier said than done,” Tilleran said. “I have no idea what maneuvers the Idlewild is planning. I may be telepathic, but I’m no mind-read…wait, scratch that, actually I am.”

“It’s not doing us much good!” J’hana snapped.

“Hold on,” Baxter said. “Hold us together just a little longer.”

“We will not let you down,” J’hana said, her hands working furiously at the tactical controls, sending phasers and torpedoes slamming into the Idlewild.

“Speak for yourself!” Tilleran called out as a direct hit landed on the Escort, shaking the bridge and bathing it in darkness. Sparks shot out of numerous panels, briefly illuminating the darkened bridge.

“Major power conduit hit,” J’hana said. “I’m not sure I can hold the shields together, and need I remind you that we didn’t bring along an engineer!”

“You don’t need to remind me,” Baxter said, stepping toward the crackling viewscreen and watching the Idlewild turn slowly, coming around for another pass. “Divert all you can to shields and engines. Bank hard and put as much distance between us and the Idlewild as you can.”

Tilleran gripped her panel, tapping in the instructions. Her response was a ship-wide groan that didn’t sound at all good.

“What was that?” Baxter asked.

“Momentary engine failure.” The Betazoid pursed her lips and tapped at her panel. “They’ll be back up in a bit.”

“They’re coming at us,” J’hana said. “And I just launched our last torpedo. Phasers are fwarked. I’ve got nothing to shoot with, and the Betazoid can’t even program a decent collision course.”

“Well now,” Baxter said, watching the Idlewild approach on the viewscreen. “This should get interesting.”



“We scored a direct hit, Captain,” Prouse said from tactical as Worthy gave her an appreciative nod.

“Good work,” he said. “Lock quantum torpedoes. Finish her off.”

“Sir?” Prouse asked. “Don’t you think Captain Ficker would like to keep Captain Baxter and the others alive? So he can gloat?”

“Captain Ficker isn’t in command here,” Worthy said. “Destroy the Escort. That’s an order.”

Prouse looked from Worthy to her panel and, having had any existing free will removed, obediently locked in the firing solution. “Weapons ready,” she said.

Worthy clenched his fist. “Excellent. Now fi…”

That’s when the Idlewild rocked hard, sending Worthy tumbling face-forward to the deck.

“New contact bearing zero-zero-eight mark zero-one-zero,” Prouse announced, as officers scrambled at their stations.

“Don’t tell me,” Worthy muttered, looking up at the viewscreen and dragging himself to his feet as he watched a Galaxy-class starship come soaring at them, phasers and torpedoes blazing.

“It’s the Explorer,” Prouse said, as the Idlewild rocked again. “They must have been using some kind of sensor-reflective fields!”

“No kidding!” Worthy snapped. “Well, don’t just sit there. Fire back!”



Baxter gaped as the Explorer sailed into view on the screen in front of him, blasting the Idlewild, and taking a protective position in front of the Escort.

Richards appeared on the viewscreen, bathed in Red Alert lighting. “We’ve got this, Captain. You can head to Earth.”

“Chris…” Baxter began.

“Go!” Richards said, as the Explorer shook and sparks erupted behind him.

“Die with dignity, my human lover,” J’hana said, nodding at Richards. He just gave her a confused look and nodded off-screen. His image disappeared, replaced by a view of the Explorer and Idlewild circling each other, firing all weapons.

“Engines back online,” Tilleran said. “For the moment.”

“Take us to Earth, full impulse,” Baxter said, resting his hands on the back of Tilleran’s chair. “J’hana: Reverse angle.”

The Andorian complied and Baxter watched as the Explorer and the smaller Idlewild danced on the screen, filling it with fire and light. The battling vessels shrunk in the distance as the Escort approached Earth.

“They’ll be fine, Captain,” Tilleran said.

“Truth to tell, the Idlewild is a smaller but far superior craft. The chances of the Explorer surviving a sustained firefight are minimal.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “I wish I was there, too.” He took a breath. “All right. Let’s get on with this. Best speed to Starfleet Command. If we can get there without getting noticed by Ficker, that’d be a plus.”

“Won’t Worthy tell Ficker what’s going on?’ asked Tilleran.

“You’d think,” Baxter said.



“What the hell is going on?” Ficker asked, leaning forward in Harlan’s chair and staring at the monitor in his office at a frazzled-looking Worthy.

“A minor obstacle,” Worthy said. “Apparently, the Explorer is here.”

Ficker took the information in. “Really.”

“Yes. And a smaller ship, the Escort, seems to be heading to Earth now.”

“Captain Baxter is aboard.”

“Apparently.”

Ficker stood up and clapped. “Oh, this is perfect!”

“Return fire!” Worthy barked off-screen, then returned his attention to Ficker. “It is?”

“Yes. I was hoping Captain Baxter would heed the Cadets’ distress call.”

“What if he makes it to Starfleet Command?”

“There are twenty totally brainwashed Idlewild security officers between him and me,” Ficker said with a confident smile. “So once they disarm him and bring him to me, he’ll have a front-row seat for my victory party!”

“You’re throwing a victory party? And I wasn’t invited?”

“Not literally, you idiot, but he’ll witness the abduction of every Starfleet cadet, the brainwashing of every Starfleet Admiral, and the crushing defeat of everything he holds dear. And then I’ll wipe his feeble mind and make him my…” Ficker gazed upward thoughtfully. “Butler!”

“Well, it sounds like you’ve thought all this out very carefully,” Worthy said, bracing as the Idlewild shook again.

“I have. And all you have to do is destroy the Explorer, then return to Earth to resume our mission. You can do that, can’t you?”

“Of course.”

“Then be quick about it!”



“Everyone’s secure,” Plato said, stepping up behind Peterman as she stared out the window of the enclosed back porch on what was, until recently, her and Baxter’s home.

“Thanks, Plato,” Peterman said.

“It’s a little bit cramped, but the neighbors have all been quite accommodating. Most of them, anyway. And Steffie is having a great time playing with Yeoman Briggs and Mister Crot from the barber shop.”

“You did a good job.”

“Is there anything else you need, Aunt Kelly?”

“Nope,” Peterman said.

“You all right?”

Peterman turned to Plato and smiled. “Of course I am. I’m just…worried about everyone. I’m sure you are, too.”

“Yeah,” Plato said. “But you’ve got to have faith, right?”

“Yep,” Peterman nodded.

“I’ll be in the living room, making myself as small as possible so I can fit in between the twins from Xenobiology.”

Peterman chuckled. “Okay, Plato. See you later.”

Plato squeezed Peterman’s shoulder affectionately, then turned around and headed back through the house, sliding between the various nonessential Explorer crew who had been crammed fitfully into Baxter’s house.

Everyone was so distracted and confused by recent events that they barely noticed Plato slip out the front door and board the nearest runabout.

From there, it was just a matter of plugging in the right coordinates, which Plato had to admit was a bit of guesswork.

The half-changeling boy gave a quick look out of the front windows of the runabout Passaic, then punched a control, engaging the transporter.



The Escort emerged from the cloud cover over San Francisco and plunged toward the towering James T. Kirk Administration Building.

“San Francisco,” Baxter said. “Not a decent restaurant to be found in the whole place.”

“Captain?” Tilleran asked.

Baxter shook his head. “Nothing. Look, we need a plan.”

J’hana turned from her station. “You mean you don’t have one already?”

Baxter glared at her. “It’s been busy!”

“Well, no sign we’ve been detected so far,” Tilleran said, as the Kirk Building grew larger on the screen. “Sensor-reflective shields are holding up.”

“Scanning the building,” J’hana said, intent on her panel. “I can’t get a fix on Ficker, your father, the cadets, or anybody else. They’ve got sensor scramblers up.”

“Transporter scramblers too,” Tilleran said.

“Then we go in the old fashioned way,” Baxter said.

“Fly into the lobby?” J’hana shrugged. “We did that once before.”

“And fight our way up through a dozen floors, likely filled with Ficker’s mindless helpers?” Baxter shook his head. “No thanks. Land us on top, Tilleran.”

“So we can fight our way down?” she asked.

“There’s no telling how many people he has in there,” Baxter said.

J’hana nodded. “And no telling how many are suffering the effects of mind control.”

“If only we had some way to…” Baxter’s voice caught. “Never mind.”

Tilleran turned in her chair. “What?”

“Nothing,” Baxter said. “We’ll think of something else.”

J’hana’s eyes darted to Baxter. “If you are thinking what I think you are, do not.”

“I’m not thinking of anything,” Baxter said.

“For fwark’s sake, how many times do I have to explain it, I’m a frigging Betazoid!” Tilleran erupted. “I know what you both are thinking.”

“Well, we’re not doing it,” Baxter said, shaking his head. “No way.”

“The hell we’re not.” Tilleran looked over at J’hana. “It’s the only way.” She gave a confident smile. “And you know it.”



Lt. Commander Hartley braced herself against the engineering console as the Explorer shook at the beams. “Shields taking a beating, Commander,” she said.

“Transfer power,” Richards said, bracing his hands on the back of Howie Sefelt’s chair as he watched the Idlewild buck and weave on the viewscreen, matching them move for move.

“From where? The engines are scrap, and I’m diverting everything from science, life support, ceramics class, the dance studio…”

The Explorer bucked.

“Madera, evasive!” Richards commanded. “I don’t care how you do it, Hartley, just find a way to buy us more time!”

“I’m not a miracle worker, Commander,” Hartley said, shaking her head. “They out gun us two to one. They’re faster, and their shields regenerate more quickly. We may be a lot bigger, but that’s hardly an advantage here!”

“Find a way to make it an advantage!” Richards gritted his teeth as the Explorer shook again and he nearly fell to the deck. He steadied himself and patted Howie on the shoulder. “Way to hold together, there, Howie. You’ve barely said a word since this mess started.”

Sefelt turned toward Richards and grinned unevenly. “Lieutenant Madera administered a massive quantity of sedatives and psychotropic drugs just before we came out of warp. My brain’s a marshmellow floating in tapioca, Commander.”

“And you’re doing a great job,” Richards said, shooting a glare at Madera, who shrugged. “Just keep up the good work.”

Suddenly the comm system bleeped and Commander Worthy appeared on the viewscreen, which crackled with static as Hartley struggled to get the damaged comm system working.

“Commander Richards,” Worthy said blandly. “Is it safe to say I’ve bested you in combat?”

“It’s not safe to do anything as long as I’ve got phasers and photons, Mister Worthy,” Richards muttered. “So why don’t you stand down now before this gets any more out of hand.”

Worthy marched toward the viewscreen, eyes wide. “It’s not I who will stand down, sir. No, no, no. It will be you!”

“Is he all right?” Browning asked.

“He’s shiny and nice,” Sefelt said in a daze.

“I said STAND DOWN!” Richards ordered.

The Explorer shook again.

“Hull breach on deck’s twenty and twenty-two!” Browning called out, looking up from sciences.

“Structural integrity fields failing all over the ship!” Hartley called out. “Commander, I don’t know how much longer I can…”

Another blast hit the Explorer, sending it spiraling away from the Idlewild, atmospheric gasses spewing from several hull breaches.

Worthy pursed his lips and glared at Richards. “Aw, I sunk your battleship!”

Richards just stared back at Worthy on the smoke-filled bridge, jaw set with grim determination.

Worthy glanced off-screen. “Your primary conduit is fragged. I knocked out most of your tactical systems, decimated your primary impulse engines, and shredded your shields. You are literally no threat. I could finish you off, but I’d rather leave you here to sit for a bit and think about what you’ve done.” He turned toward the command chair. “But truly, this was fun. Helm, back to Earth. We have work to do!”



Ensign Snodgrass rounded the last flight of stairs up to the roof, with ten Idlewild officers filing in behind him and burst through the door, leveling his phaser on the trio that emerged from the belly of the recently- landed U.S.S. Escort.

“On authority of Captain Alvin Ficker, I hearby order you to stand down,” Snodgrass said tonelessly, waving his phaser from Baxter, to Tilleran, then J’hana.

“How about ‘no’?” Baxter said, stepping forward.

Snodgrass shook his head, and slapped his combadge, glancing to the side. “Excellency, we have Captain Baxter and his away team.”

“Is the Betazoid there?” Ficker’s voice asked.

Snodgrass looked over at Tilleran. “Well, yeah…and the Andorian.”

There was a short pause as J’hana and Tilleran exchanged glances with Baxter.

“Be careful, damn it!” Ficker snapped. “Hold on. I’m sending reinforcements!”

“Are the histrionics really necessary?” J’hana asked.

Tilleran put up a quieting hand and stepped out from around Baxter, moving toward Snodgrass. “Hello, Ensign.”

“Uh, hi!” Snodgrass said. He lifted his phaser and leveled it up at Tilleran. J’hana growled low. “Look, I’m sorry, but you’re to be detained here until further notice. My captain is sending help, and then we’ll sort all this out.”

The Betazoid shook her head gently, and put a hand on Snodgrass’ shoulder. “That’s not very nice, pointing a phaser at me like that.”

“I know,” Snodgrass said sheepishly.

“You don’t want to do that.”

“I don’t?”

Tilleran shook her head gently. “Uh-uh.”

“Can I still point my gun at you?” one of the officers behind Snodgrass asked.

“No,” Tilleran said dismissively. She waved a hand. “Matter of fact, all of you can go ahead and drop your weapons.”

Baxter looked on as the crowd of Idlewild officers set their weapons on the ground.

“What now?” Snodgrass asked.

“Now you stand up here and wait like good boys and girls while we go down there and sort this thing out. Can you do that for me?”

“Uh, yeah,” Snodgrass said.

“Good,” Tilleran said, and shouldered past the other officers toward the door leading into the stairwell. “Excuse me, folks. Stand aside, please. Thanks!”

J’hana and Baxter withdrew their phasers and flanked Tilleran as she descended the stairs.

“That was almost too easy,” Baxter said.

“After what Doctor Drake and Ficker have done to them, they’re prone to suggestion. They would have eaten their shorts if I told them to.”

“Glad you didn’t,” Baxter said, moving ahead of Tilleran and hurrying down the staircase. “We’ve got to get to my Dad’s office, and hope that you can reverse whatever they’ve done to him. And if we have a chance, let’s also make sure to kick Alvin Ficker square in the crotch.”

“My knee stands ready, Captain,” J’hana muttered.



“We are missing so much studying time,” Cadet Mathers said idly, staring at the ceiling of the office adjacent to Harlan’s, where Ficker had stowed him, along with Cadets Piper and Sparks.

“We’re going to be missing a lot more than that if the Explorer doesn’t come help us,” Piper said.

“You really think they’ll be able to get past the Idlewild and Ficker and rescue us?” Sparks asked.

Piper nodded. “I do. Don’t ask me why, but I do.”

“Yeah, I kind of do too,” Sparks said.

“So all we need to do is sit back, relax, and wait to be rescued?” Mathers asked.

“It’s better than sitting out in the front room and watching Doctor Drake make out with Captain Baxter’s dad,” Piper pointed out.

“That was kind of gross,” Sparks admitted.

“There’s got to be something else we can do besides sit here,” Mathers said.

“I’m open to suggestions,” Piper said.

“There’s nothing to do,” Sparks replied, standing and stretching. “We’ve got to hope that eventually, someone will charge in through that door and rescue us.” She pointed at the door to the office for emphasis, just as a hatch in the ceiling above her cranked open, and Plato swung down, as if his arms were long ropes.

“Hey, guys,” the Changeling boy said. “No time to talk. The Explorer’s coming. Captain Baxter’s coming. And I’m coming too. I mean, I already came. I’m here to save you guys and…” He looked over at Mathers and Piper. “Why are you guys dressed in rugby outfits?”

“I thought there was no time to talk,” Piper said, as Sparks stepped toward Plato, staring at him incredulously.

“Plato,” she said, and laid a hand on his chest.

“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Plato said. “Let’s get out of here, eh?”



“How soon can we get engines back?” Richards said, not taking his eyes off the crackling viewscreen as the Idlewild swung back toward Earth.

“The mains are off-line,” Hartley said. “But we still have the impulse engines on the saucer. It’s a moot point, though, as we’ve barely any weapons to speak of.”

“We’re not going to need weapons,” Richards said. “Get the impulse engines back on and then intercept the Idlewild. Collision course.”

Browning stepped down from the science station and crossed over to Richards. “Christopher, you can’t be serious!”

“They’re heading to Earth to do who-knows-what to it. You got a better idea?”

“For once I have to agree with him,” Hartley said, and tapped at her panel. “There, engines are up.”

“Ahead full impulse, Susan,” Richards said, and moved to the command chair.

“Christopher…” Browning said.

“Take your station,” Richards said, intent on the viewscreen. “I’m not letting the captain down. Are you?”

“No,” Browning said, and stepped back to her station.

Hartley stared at her panel, a mess of yellow lights and computerized warnings proclaiming the damage that had been done to her ship. She shook her head, and leaned it on the console a moment. “Damn…we should know how to beat them. That ship out there was once one of ours. We should be able to use that to our advantage.”

“Good luck with that,” Browning said. “When all we have left is shields, right?”

She thought a moment, raising her head. “Doctor Browning, you just gave me a great idea. And it’s only slightly less crazy than Richards’s solution!”

Richards gave a small grin. “Let’s hear it.”



“So the replicator’s down, and there’s nothing in the cupboard that will feed five hundred and sixty people,” Holly Wilcox said, collapsing into a chair next to Peterman on her very crowded back porch. In the back yard, nonessential crew milled about.

“Maybe we could order in?” Yeoman Briggs suggested from behind Peterman, gently braiding her hair.

“The communications net is down and Earth is in a state of total anarchy,” Peterman said. “So, probably not.”

“Dean want lunch!” Dean cried out, swinging madly from Steffie’s tire swing in the back yard.

“Well at least some of us are having fun with this,” Holly said, shaking her head.

“Maybe Harold and Maude have something,” Peterman said, rising to her feet. “They seem like the type to spurn the use of replicators.”

“Want me to help?” Holly asked.

“Nah. I’ll bring Plato,” Peterman said, ducking back into the house. “As soon as I figure out where he went…”



“Captain Worthy,” Lt. Prouse announced from tactical, as the Idlewild approached Earth orbit, near its moon. “Explorer’s back on our tail and closing at full impulse.”

Worthy shook his head and sighed. “Will they never learn? Arm aft torpedoes and destroy that ship.”

Prouse looked down at her panel. “No good, Commander. Aft torpedo bays were heavily damaged in the firefight with the Explorer.”

“Phasers, then,” Worthy said.

“We drained them during the attack. They’ll be back up in a few minutes.”

Worthy wiggled his fingers anxiously. “Well, be quick about it.”

“Maybe we should take evasive action,” Seth Crane said from the helm.

“Pointless,” Worthy said. “Even if they reach us, we knocked out all their weapons. The Explorer’s mostly harmless…”



J’hana kicked the door open and shouldered her way out into the corridor, and was met by a squad of Idlewild officers, phasers blasting.

The Andorian lept into the fray, knocking heads together, sweeping legs out from under people, and rolling to the ground, emerging in the middle of the knot of crewmen with fiery abandon, taking on a dozen officers as if it were just for sport. “Get to your father’s office, Captain! We will dispense of these brainwashed freaks!”

Baxter swung his phaser rifle at an oncoming Idlewild officer, knocking him off his feet, and dashed down the hallway. “Try not to enjoy yourself too much, Commander!” he called over his shoulder. “Remember most of these guys don’t know what the hell they’re doing!”

“Details!” J’hana called back, punching and kicking as Tilleran worked her eyes shut, focusing on the throng of battling crewmen.

<STOP!> she called out in her mind.

And stop they did.

J’hana looked around at all the sedate officers, who now just sat cross-legged and stared up at her. She gazed back at the Betazoid and shook her head. “A bit anticlimactic, isn’t it?”

“And mentally exhausting,” Tilleran said, shaking her head as she withdrew her tricorder. “Let’s fan out and try to figure out where they’re holding all the Starfleet personnel.”

“You’re breathtaking when you’re giving orders, Ariel,” J’hana smiled toothily, and launched down the corridor.



“Phasers online in sixty seconds,” Lieutenant Prouse announced.

“It’s about time,” Worthy said, watching the Explorer grow closer on the screen.

“Commander, they’re getting awfully close,” Crane said, looking up at the viewscreen as the Galaxy-class vessel filled it.

“Well don’t just sit there, Prouse!” Worthy shouted.



“You know, I really wanted to be a ballet dancer,” Admiral Alynna Nechayev said, sitting in a corner of the Kirk Building’s lower bunker, her knees drawn up, head leaned back against the wall. “I should have done that instead of…” She looked around at the captive admiralty and senior officers in the bunker. “This.”

“I wanted to learn an instrument,” Jellico said, laying on his back next to Nechayev. “Piccolo. Maybe oboe.”

“You’d be awful at that.”

“You started this conversation,” Jellico muttered.

Nechayev sighed. “How about we just don’t talk.”

“Fine.”

Suddenly an explosion rocked the room, and the door that led outside blasted inward, knocking several nearby officers down

Nechayev shot to her feet and strode over as the smoke cleared.

The smoke cleared to reveal a slim and well-built Andorian woman, who unzipped her tunic and threw it to the ground, flexing her muscles with satisfaction as she stepped into the room. “I’ll have you know I had to overload my phaser to bust in here, so it’s hand to hand combat from here on out. Not that I’m worried. Just thought you people would like to know.”

“What…is this?” Nechayev asked, looking at the Andorian, gaping.

The woman’s antennae twitched. “It’s a rescue, Admiral. Don’t look so fwarking surprised.”

Nechayev thought this woman looked familiar. She could almost imagine seeing her in the background on the bridge of some Starship she’d spoken with, but which? “Commander, may I ask what ship…”

“We can sit and trade life histories, or we can go upstairs and let slip the dogs of war. Which would you prefer?”

“Explorer,” Nechayev said, her shoulders falling. It just had to be the Explorer.



“Are you sure Plato’s gone?” Holly asked, jogging after Peterman as she made her way up the stairs into the Runabout Passaic.

“I looked everywhere,” Peterman said. “He’s gone.”

“Where would he have gone?”

“Face-first, boneheadedly into danger, is my guess,” Peterman muttered, stepping up to the aft transporter console and punching up its activity log. “Just like his Uncle. Just like all of us.”

“You really think he went after Ficker?”

“He went to rescue Nat Sparks,” Peterman said. The transporter logs were blank, but she knew Plato had just wiped them. Smart kid. She glanced at the transporter controls and took a guess, punching up coordinates for the Kirk Administration Building. “Holly, watch Stef for a bit. I’ll be right back.”

“Now wait just a damn minute!” Holly exclaimed, moving around the transporter console to face Peterman. “You’re pregnant! You can’t just go charging in there. What if you get hurt?”

“It’s Plato,” Peterman said simply. “I’m going after him.” She punched a control on the transporter and winced as sparks shot out of the console and the entire unit shorted out. “Clever, clever boy,” she said. “So much for the transporter. Computer: Ready engines for immediate departure.”

“Engines coming online,” the computer responded.

“Well, at least he didn’t sabotage everything,” Peterman said. “Small miracles.” She turned to Holly. “Okay, Doctor. I really don’t have time to argue with you. Go back to the house. You’re in command.”

“Of your house?”

Petersen narrowed her eyes. “Holly. Go.”

“Counselor Peterman,” Holly said stiffly. “I can and will declare you unfit for duty, if you force me to.”

“And I can declare you mentally unfit to serve, so I guess we’re even,” Peterman replied, and gently pushed Holly toward the door. “I’m your superior officer and I’m telling you to get off this ship. Keep everyone safe and sit tight. I’ll be right back.”

“Counselor!” Holly said, stumbling back down the few stairs that led off the Passaic.

“I’ll be careful, sheesh,” Peterman said, waving a hand dismissively as the doors to the Passaic slid shut and the runabout lifted off the ground.

“I’m serving on a ship of fools,” Holly said, shaking her head and watching as the runabout sailed away. “I really am.”



“This way, people, don’t make a fuss about it,” J’hana said, leading the mass of Starfleet personnel out of a stairwell and out into the lobby of the Kirk Administration Building.

“Where is Captain Baxter?” Nechayev demanded, taking hold of J’hana’s arm.

“Wouldn’t you like to know,” J’hana smirked.

“Yes I would.” Nechayev put her hands on her hips.

“He’s up there,” J’hana said, inclining her head. “Saving your precious office building.” She narrowed her eyes at the Admiral. “I heard you spoke ill of my Captain.”

Nechayev’s mouth opened and closed. “I may have said some things. But that is neither here nor there. We have a job to do.”

“You should evacuate this building and get to safe ground while we take care of your little problem,” J’hana said. “Try not to get in the way.”

“Now listen here,” Nechayev protested, as the last of the admiralty filed out into the lobby.

J’hana ignored the admiral and headed back into the stairwell, letting the door close behind her even as she continued her protestations.

She ran right into Shank.

“Ah. We meet again,” the Vulcan said.

J’hana stared at Shank, pursing her lips. “Just fwarking great.”

Before J’hana could even move, the Vulcan philosopher spread his hand into a “V” and placed them against her cheek, instantly forcing their minds to merge. “Turn around and lock the door,” he ordered.

J’hana reached behind her and punched a control, locking the stairwell door.

“Good,” Shank said, and pressed harder against J’hana’s cheek. “You remember me?”

The Andorian nodded, sneering.

“You have me at a disadvantage, Vulcan, so fwarking kill me already, if you think you can.”

“Vulcans do not kill,” Shank said calmly. “But they do incapacitate. And I do believe that this time, you won’t wake up.”

He pressed his hand even harder against J’hana’s cheek, and in his eyes, J’hana saw that he was savoring this. So much for Vulcan lack of emotion. As Shank’s thoughts mingled with hers, J’hana took in the full extent of his dementia. Shank obviously hadn’t been well liked as a student, and like most Vulcan rejects (and their human counterparts) he’d thusly gone swiftly off the deep end. Which for Vulcans meant a life of anarchy and railing against logic.

Still, the Andorian had to appreciate Shank’s violent nature and hatred of order. Unfortunately for her, he seemed to hate her too.

“You may utter your final words now, if you wish.”

“Fwark you?” J’hana offered.

“Good enough,” Shank said, and pressed on with his mind.



“Target in twenty seconds,” Keefler said, bracing against the tactical console. “Plenty of time for second thoughts.”

“I thought you liked blowing things up,” Richards said, holding on to the arms of the command chair.

“OTHER things!” Keefler replied.

Browning held on tight to the science console. “Are you sure this is going to work, Megan?”

“It was your idea,” Hartley said.

“I prefer to think of it as a team effort…”

“It’ll work,” Hartley said, and glanced at Richards. “We may still blow up, though.”

“Great,” Richards said.

“Five seconds,” Keefler said.

“Collision alert,” Richards called out. “Everybody brace yourselves!”

“…three…two…one!” Keefler called out, and the Explorer dipped to the side, slamming sideways against the Idlewild.

The massive vessel shook hard from bow to stern. The hull groaned.

Hartley clung to her panel. “We have hull contact!”

“Lock shield frequencies and transfer emergency power to the emitters!”

Hartley moved her hands across the engineering panel, watching numbers race across the screen as the shield frequencies of the Explorer and Idlewild lined up, until finally they went into perfect sync, blinking in unison. “We’ve got it! Shield modulation is synched!”

“Overload them, Hartley. Do it now!” Richards called out.

“Forgive me, babe,” Hartley said so softly no one could hear, and she slapped her hand on a control.

Tiny explosions traveled along the Explorer’s saucer, like a zipper being drawn down a sleeping bag, as shield emitters all over the ship overloaded and blew.

And all that energy was released directly into the Idlewild’s shield grid, overloading her shield generators and exploding nearly every power conduit on the vessel, forcing the two massive ships apart and sending them sailing in opposite directions.

Richards lurched to his feet, gripping a railing for dear life, and looked up, staring at the Idlewild as it listed away, lights flickering and sparking all over, as smoke settled over the bridge and the viewscreen itself shorted out.

“Touche,” he grinned, wiping a hand over his forehead.



“All right!” Ficker said, storming into the anteroom outside Harlan’s office. “Hostage time!”

“What happened?” Doctor Drake asked, reclined on the couch in Harlan’s lap.

“We just lost contact with the Idlewild. She’s dead in space.” He glanced about. “Where’s Shank?”

Drake shrugged. “Who knows. Maybe he went to get a snack?”

“Fantastic,” Ficker mutteerd. “Well, the good news is the Explorer is dead in space too. So all we have to deal with is Baxter, Tilleran, and J’hana, who are making their way here as we speak. So, like I said, hostage time!”

Drake slung an arm around Harlan’s neck and tickled him under his arms. “I’d never hurt my bubby! Except if he told me he didn’t love me. Maybe then I might!”

“You don’t have to hurt him. Just pretend like you will.” Ficker shook his head. “Great Bird, do I have to do everything around here!” He walked over to the other office, that of Harlan’s adjutant, Lieutenant Monroe, which was currently occupied by three very annoying Starfleet cadets. He punched the call button.

The door swung open. Ficker looked around. “WHAT. THE. HELL!”

The cadets were gone.

Just then, something slammed into the office suite’s front door. Ficker turned, drawing his phaser and pointing it at the door.

The door shook again, harder this time. Finally, on the third impact, it gave way, and Captain Baxter came tumbling through, falling onto his face.

He rubbed his head. “Ow. That always looks so easy when J’hana does it.”

“Glad you could join us, Captain,” Ficker said, and walked toward Baxter, phaser trained on him. “Thanks to your friends on the Explorer, I’m going to have to alter my plans slightly.”

“Slightly?” Drake asked, tousling her fingers through Harlan’s hair. “They wrecked our ship!”

Baxter smiled. “Well, then, that settles…”

“NO!” Ficker shouted, and his hand shook as he held his phaser trained on Baxter. “That settles nothing! I will have my revenge on Starfleet and there’s nothing you can do about it!”

“Blah, blah, blah,” Drake intoned.

Baxter turned to her. “Could you stop touching my father!”

“Shhhh…you’re disturbing him. He’s napping!”

“Harlan Baxter doesn’t nap!” Baxter exclaimed.

“He does now!”

“SHUT UP! Both of you!” Ficker exclaimed, holding his phaser trained on Baxter as he ran his free hand through his hair. “You came here on the Escort, right? Take me to it.”

“I don’t think you want to do that,” Baxter said.

“It’s not my first choice, but it’ll have to do,” Ficker said, and gestured with his phaser at Baxter, who reluctantly turned around.

“What about me?” Drake asked.

“Get your device. We still have some minds that need changing, even if we have to somewhat alter the delivery method,” Ficker smirked, and pointed Baxter toward the door. “Now move.”

“That device is heavy!” Drake called out.

“Get Harlan to help you. That’s what he’s there for!”

“Oh. Right! He’s so big and strong…”

Baxter groaned. “Is there any chance you can just shoot me now and be done with it?”

“If only!” Ficker sneered, shoving Baxter toward the door. “Now GO!”



“Commander!”

Richards was standing next to the engineering station talking to Hartley. He glanced over. “What is it, Keefler?”

“The Idlewild’s warp core was heavily damaged in the collision,” the backup tactical officer said, frowning at his readings. “They’ve got five, six minutes at most before….” He shrugged. “Kablooey.”

Richards turned to Hartley. “We need those engines back.”

“Did you miss the part where we just fragged half the power transfer nodes on the ship?”

“Do it,” Richards said, and Hartley growled, blowing hair out of her face, bending over her panel, hands racing madly as she opened a channel to engineering.

“Hartley to engine room. You’ve got new orders. Forget about damage control. We need engines now. Thrusters. Anything you’ve got.”

“And transporters,” Browning said, leaning against the science console.

“Beg your pardon?” Richards asked.

“Those are Starfleet officers over there, many of whom are there against their will. We can’t just leave them there, Christopher.”

“She’s annoying, but she’s right,” Hartley muttered as she worked.

Richards nodded. “Keefler, tie in the cargo transporters, shuttle transporters, whatever you can do. Get everyone off the Idlewild.”

“Shield generators have failed all over the ship,” Keefler said. “That includes the ones that power our brig and cargo bay forcefields.”

Richards shared a look with Browning. “You’ve got your orders, Mister Keefler.” He tapped his combadge. “Richards to security. I want teams at all cargo bays and transporter rooms. Prepare to receive prisoners.”

Keefler nodded and went to work on his panel. For several minutes, all was quiet.

Then Hartley looked up from the engineer’s console. “Damn. Damn damn damn.”

Richards crossed over to her panel. “What?”

“NOTHING!” she shouted. “I’ve got it. I’ve got it.” She dashed for the hatch in the middle of the bridge and heaved it open.

“What’s wrong?” Browning asked.

Richards looked over to the listing Idlewild, then down to Hartley. “Yeah. What can be worse than a warp core breach?”

Hartley glared up at Richards as she clambered down the ladder. “Two warp core breaches!”



In the vacant Constellation Club, Mirk stood in front of the massive oblong windows that looked out onto a vast field of stars. Ahead, Mirk could see the angular, hammer-head shape of the Idlewild list away, sparks spewing from it.

The Explorer wasn’t much better off, Mirk thought, as he looked around at the upturned and tables and strewn chairs throughout the Club. Mirk himself would have been thrown into the foreward windows if he hadn’t took to the air moments before Explorer collided with Idlewild.

But now all was quiet. At least for the moment.

Mirk stared out the windows and sipped his drink.

“You know,” he said, looking around his club. “If this is how it all ends, for me, for Megan, for the Explorer, for everyone…” He took another sip. “The least you all could do is tell me.”

Mirk’s voice echoed off the walls of the quiet room. Although no one else was there, Mirk knew that They heard him.

And he knew what he had to do.



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



NEXT: Ficker. Baxter. Explorer. Idlewild. And a massive watermelon…coming up in the very last Star Traks: The Vexed Generation story.




How Far We’ve Come



“It ain’t over till its over.”



Yogi Berra



SOMEWHERE



One eyeball looked at the other eyeball.

“This is it, then.”

“Yes,” the other eyeball said. “I believe it is.”

“Then we’re settled. This is the end.”

“No,” the second eyeball said. “Not an end. Something…else.”

“Really?” The first eyeball blinked. “But we’re all set. I’ve brought puff pastries and everything…”

“We’re omnipotent. Be patient.”

“So we just wait?”

“You can still eat the puff pastries, if you want.”



EXPLORER



“Everybody out!” Lt. Commander Megan Hartley fairly shouted, waving her crew out of the engine room.

“Commander,” Ensign Stuart said, as he stood by the entrance to the warp core.

“Spread the word. Give me twenty minutes. Then get the hell off this ship.”

“Do you need some help?”

Hartley pushed up her shirt sleeves and turned to the thrumming core. “No. This is between me and her.”

“Who?”

“My warp core. Now go.”

Stuart nodded and ducked out. Shortly after, he ducked his head back around the corner. “Just to clarify, do you want us to launch the escape pods in twenty minutes, or wait twenty minutes, and then get to the escape pods?”

“RYAN!”

“Just asking. The timing is sort of important.”

“OUT!” Hartley pointed.

As the last of her engineers retreated, Hartley jogged over to her office to get her set of tools. An injector job like this would need one hell of a coil spanner.

Surprisingly, the office doors slid open, to reveal Mirk, holding a coil spanner.

“Looking for this?” he asked.



STARFLEET COMMAND KIRK ADMINISTRATION BUILDING



The Vulcan had his hands on J’hana’s skull, bracing against her in the stairwell. His eyes were focused on her intently, with that lack of focus that could only belong to the seriously deranged. “You may utter your final words now, if you wish,” Shank said flatly.

“Fwark you?” J’hana offered.

“Good enough,” Shank said, and pressed on with his mind.

Until another mind clamped onto his like a vice.

Shank let J’hana go, hands trembling, and turned to see Ariel Tilleran march down the stairs toward him, from a level above, her black eyes burning.

“Watcha got there?” she asked.

“We will not stand idly by while you and your colleagues try to undermine Captain Ficker’s plan,” Shank said evenly, trying not to appear frightened. But Tilleran had him and she knew it. He knew it too.

“Step away from the Andorian,” Tilleran said, her eyes boring into Shank’s.

“Do nothing hasty, Betazoid,” Shank said, moving away from J’hana as Tilleran crept closer. “A reasonable accommodation can be made.”

“Accommodate this,” Tilleran said, and squeezed her eyes shut.

Shank stumbled back against the wall as he felt something wholly unfamiliar enter his mind like a kick to the crotch. It was something he’d never felt before. It was a feeling. Ennui. Depression. Darkness. Despair. Call it what you will. It was just…so very sad.

“What did you do to me?” Shank asked, as tears streamed down his face.

Tilleran shrugged as the Vulcan sank to the floor and curled into a ball, weeping openly.

J’hana stepped up next to Tilleran. “Well?”

“I made him cry,” Tilleran smiled. “How’s that feel, jerk?”

“AWFUL!” Shank bellowed, wiping his eyes with the back of his sleeve. “You’re a horrible, horrible woman!”

Tilleran sighed. “Safe to say he’s not going anywhere. Let’s go find Ficker.”

“I will follow you into the depths of hell, Imzadi,” J’hana said, and followed Tilleran as she dashed out the door. “About that. There are a few dozen Admirals down in the lobby who’d like to have a word with him, too.”

Tilleran grinned. “Let’s make it so.”



Meanwhile, a gasping Colby Mathers followed Piper, Sparks, and Plato out of the aft maintenance refuse hatch behind the Kirk Administration Building.

“Finally, solid ground…” Mathers moaned, collapsing to his knees.

“What do we do now?” Plato asked.

Sparks said nothing, just stared up at the Kirk Building’s roof.

Piper followed her gaze and from their vantage point they could barely see the nose of the USS Escort, which had seemingly landed on the roof.

“I’ll be damned,” Piper said.

“They came for us,” Sparks said.

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” Plato said.

“So why did you come to rescue us too?” Mathers asked.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Piper said, glaring at Sparks.

“Whatever the reason, it was sweet,” Sparks said. “If terribly stupid.”

“So back to my original question,” Plato said. “What do we do now?”

“We go back in,” Sparks said. “Our people are still in there.”

“And their whole point of going in there was to get you guys out,” Plato said. “We’ve done that. So we should put as much distance between us and this place as we…”

“That wasn’t their whole point. The point is to stop Ficker,” Sparks said. “And we’re going to help them do that. Coming with?”

Piper and Plato exchanged glances, then bolted after Sparks up into the shaft, as she grabbed for the lowest ladder rung.

Mathers sighed long and hard as she watched them disappear back up into the hatch. “Thank you for the extra workouts, J’hana,” he breathed heavily, and made his way up into the hatch.



“Two minutes till the Idlewild goes blammo,” Keefler said, prompting Richards to turn and face him. “And shortly after that, we’ll go blammo, too.”

“Must you keep saying ‘blammo’?” Richards asked.

“That is what’s going to happen,” Keefler said. “Did you want me to spruce it up with technical jargon? Like ‘containment failure’? Or ‘massive antimatter explosion’?”

“Any word from Hartley?”

Keefler shook his head. “We might need a third ship to beam to.”

Richards frowned. “How are the beamouts from the Idlewild going?”

“We’ve got almost all of them,” Keefler said. “All stations reporting they are meeting no resistance from the Idlewild people so far.” He glanced down at his panel. “Nope. Wait. I’m wrong. There’s lots of resistance. Melee. Fracas. Knees bent, running around behavior.”

“That’s it,” Richards said, and moved towards the turbolift, which thankfully had just been restored to power (small comfort with the ship close to blowing up). “We’re going down there. Keefler, you’re with me. Divert anyone else we have left to the cargo bays and transporter rooms to try to contain the Idlewild people.”

Browning watched Richards move toward the lift. “Christopher?”

“I’ll be fine.”

“I wasn’t asking about that. I wanted to know what you wanted us to do up here.”

“The bridge is in good hands,” Richards said, prompting Lt. Madera to grin a bit to herself and rise up to head over to the conn. “You have the bridge, Janice,” he finished, and Madera sank back down, grumbling something under her breath.

Browning watched Richards and Keefler disappear into the lift and shook her head. “Be careful, Christopher,” she said softly.

“Asshole,” Madera said.



“Fresh air!” Ficker exalted, climbing out of the hatch and onto the roof of the Kirk building. “Well, unless anyone happens to be standing behind you,” he added, pointing at Baxter with his phaser.

“I’ve been sweating a lot today,” Baxter snapped back, turning to face Ficker. “And stop pointing that thing at me!”

“You’ve no idea the self control that’s keeping me from firing on you.” Ficker shook his head. “Oh well, not for very much longer.” He glanced down into the hatch. “Come now, Maura!”

“This thing is heavy!” Drake called up.

“Put your shoulder into it, Doctor! Get Harlan to help you!”

Baxter stared at Ficker as he took in the vista of the Starfleet presidio that surrounded the Kirk Building. “How do you see this thing ending, Ficker? How long do you think you’ve got before all of Starfleet Command comes crashing down on top of you?”

“I won’t need long,” Ficker said, and called down into the hatch again. “Hurry up, Doctor!”

At long last, Drake heaved the 6-foot cylindrical tube up out of the hatch and onto the roof. She wiped her forehead off and climbed up after it, followed by Harlan Baxter. The tube bristled ominously with blinking lights. All things considered, though, it didn’t look all that threatening.

“You want me to believe that thing works?” Baxter prodded, pointing at the device.

“Oh, you bet it works!” Drake said proudly. “Isn’t that right, Bubby?”

“It’s delightful, whatever she said,” Harlan said blankly.

“You all are in SO much trouble!” Baxter exclaimed, stomping his foot impotently.

“You’re so cute when you’re mad!” Drake giggled. “Just like your Father used to be before we rewired his brain.”

“Enough chit-chat. Load that thing into the Escort now. Send Harlan to the bridge to begin the launch sequence.”

Drake sighed and pointed to Harlan, who lugged her device behind him and followed her up the Escort’s gangway.

“So what are you going to do? Drop this thing in the middle of San Francisco?” Baxter asked. “Or Paris?”

“Better,” Ficker said, steepling his fingers and touching them to his lips. “I’m going to drop that thing all right. Exactly where it will do the most good. Right in the middle of Starfleet Academy.”

“Son of a bitch,” Baxter seethed.

“I’m just sorry your cadets won’t be there to experience the dawning realization that I know best. That I am the utmost authority. On everything!”

“Have you lost what marbles you had left?”

“I’d need a counselor to make that determination. You don’t happen to know any good ones? About yay tall? Dark, flowing hair and beautiful blue eyes?”

“Why don’t you put that phaser down so we can settle this like adults?” Baxter said, unzipping his uniform jacket and throwing it to the ground.

“You’re funny,” Ficker said with a smile that quickly turned into a frown. “Now get up there.”

Suddenly a hatch right beneath the Escort flung open, and Sparks, Plato, Piper and an exhausted Mathers slunk out.

“We looked EVERYWHERE!” Piper panted.

“Not so…” Sparks gasped, crawling on hands and knees out of the hole. “Fast… you…jerk.”

“Sparks!” Baxter called out.

“Don’t you touch her!” Plato called out, stumbling over, followed by the other cadets.

“This is delicious,” Ficker said, turning to Sparks. “The cadets are here to join my bon voyage party. The only people missing are…”

“FICKER!” came the booming voice of Admiral Nechayev.

“What…” Ficker began, as a large, angry crowd came pouring out of the rooftop stairwell, led by a screaming J’hana, and followed up by Commander Tilleran.

“Time to go!” the erstwhile captain said quickly, and dashed up the Escort’s gangplank. “Forget about Baxter and his band of misfit cadets. Launch this thing, Harlan! NOW!”

The Escort’s engines began to hum as its systems came online, power surging throughout the small vessel.

“What’s the situation?” Tilleran asked, jogging up to join Baxter as J’hana followed with dozens of Starfleet commanders.

“Ficker is going to brainwash and kidnap as many cadets as he can get his hands on,” Baxter said. “You?”

“We’ve got a few Admirals here who’d like to speak with Captain Ficker,” Tilleran said.

“Well, their fists would like to speak with his face, that is,” J’hana amended.

“How many?” Baxter asked, glancing over his shoulder.

J’hana glanced back, doing a quick count, and looked up at Baxter. “All of them.”

Just then, the Escort began to lift off the ground and its gang plank slowly began to close.

“We’ve got to do something,” Baxter said. “J’hana!”

“I’m on it, sir!” J’hana called out, turning swiftly to take Tilleran’s face in her hands. She kissed the Betazoid deeply, devouring her mouth as if she’d never kiss again. “Goodbye, Imzadi. I love you.”

Baxter rubbed a hand over his face. “When I said do something, I didn’t mean…”

“Yes SIR!” J’hana smiled toothily, and vaulted up to the rising Escort’s gang plank, grabbing it by the edge as the ship rose up.

“So, um, do you have this under control or do you need…” Baxter began nervously.

“Oh no, you’re not getting away that easily,” J’hana said, and reached down with her free hand, grabbing Baxter by the arm and hurling him bodily up into the Escort as the gang plank closed. That left the Andorian, of course, clinging to the outside of a ship that was climbing and gaining speed.

Tilleran watched the Escort veer off toward the Academy and shook her head. “You know, even when you can read minds, some things still surprise you.”

Admiral Nechayev stepped up next to Tilleran, as the Escort sailed away. “Like what?”

Tilleran shrugged. “Nothing.”

A breathless Sparks clambered to her feet opposite Tilleran, as the other cadets and Plato looked up at the rising Escort. “But…we…came…to help…”

“Shouldn’t you be in class?” Nechayev asked pointedly.

“All due respect, Admiral, but I think class is probably cancelled,” Sparks muttered, and watched the Escort sail off.



“We’re all fixed for drinks down here, Mirk, but thanks anyway,” Hartley said as she bent over one of the Explorer’s injectors, attacking it with her coil spanner as the warp core thrummed noisly and angrily at her.

“I’m not here for that,” Mirk said calmly, stepping behind her.

“Well, that’s the only reason I can imagine our ship’s bartender would be down in Engineering.”

“I can think of one more reason,” Mirk said.

Hartley steeled herself, concentrating on the injector as she worked her spanner over it. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“You know exactly what I mean, Megan.”

“NO!” Hartley shouted, whirling at Mirk and pointing her coil spanner at him. “You’re not doing this. Not now! You’re not leaving me, do you understand?”

“It’s time. The Directors told me so.”

“You haven’t spoken to the Directors in years.”

The details weren’t important. “I know what they need me to do. They need me to save you, and this ship, and everyone else.”

“Then grab a coil spanner and give me a hand!” Hartley pleaded.

“Don’t make this more difficult than it is. We don’t have much time…”

“We’ve got…” Hartley stared at the warp core, which was thrumming more loudly now. “At least nine minutes!”

“The least you could do is kiss me goodbye, Megan…”

“No,” Hartley said, and returned to the injector. “We’ve got more time. Just…just stand there and don’t become a god. Can you do that much?”

Mirk watched her work, giving her a small smile. “For just a bit longer.”



“To the bridge!” Ficker cried, aiming his phaser behind him and cutting a swath across the Escort’s tiny stowage bay, sending Baxter and Drake diving to the floor and nearly missing Drake’s device.

“Stop shooting at the mind control machine!” Drake demanded.

“Make your preparations,” Ficker ordered as he ducked into a foreward hatch. “I’m going to join Harlan and secure the bridge.”

“The hell you are…” Baxter ran after him. “Computer, lock out all command control systems. Authorization Baxter Alpha…”

“Command control systems already locked out,” the computer responded promptly.

Baxter clenched a fist. “Harlan!”

Ficker cackled. “YES! I will win this thing after all!”

“Not if I have anything to say about it!” Baxter sped off as Ficker ducked into the aft companionway.



“The mall!” Ensign Gordon Taft called out from the other end of the corridor as Richards and Keefler made their way around the bend and headed toward his position.

“This is not the time for shopping, Mister Taft!” Keefler scolded.

“I think he means there are Idlewild people in the mall,” Richards explained.

“Yeah,” Taft replied. “What he said.” Then he glanced down the adjacent corridor and his eyes widened. “Damn! They’ve gotten into the pottery room!” He dashed off leaving Richards and Keefler at the entrance to Ship’s Shoppes.

“Watch the doors,” Richards said, stepping carefully up to Ship’s Shoppes and wedging the door open. “I’m going to head in and try to flush them out.”

“Could you find me some corduroys while you’re in there? I’m a thirty-two.”

“And you wonder why you’re still an ensign after all these years,” Richards muttered, and sidled quietly into the darkened maw of the darkened mall.



“COME. BACK. HERE!” Baxter called after Ficker, ducking through the Escort’s narrow corridors.

“You’ll have to catch me first, you bloated sack of crap!” Ficker called over his shoulder.

“You can’t stop me,” Baxter growled as Ficker ducked into a Jefferies’ tube and slithered up a ladder. “I know this ship like the back of my…” He crouched down and squirmed into the same tube, stopping for a moment. “Jeeze, it seems like something should have happened to stop me in the middle of that…” Then he bumped his head on the ceiling of the Jefferies’ tube. “Sentence.”



“You’re running out of time,” Mirk said, chomping on an apple, perched atop the master systems display console in main engineering. “We all are.”

“You’re not helping matters!” Hartley said, dashing from station to station, rerouting power and bringing emergency warp core systems on and offline one by one. “I can stop the breach if I can just get the emergency antimatter shunt from the injectors to work!”

“Sounds simple enough,” Mirk said.

“Much simpler than transcending to a higher plain of existence,” Hartley said.

“There’s something to be said for simple solutions,” Mirk agreed.

“I’m a simple girl,” Hartley said. She looked up from her work, catching Mirk’s eyes. “Maybe…maybe I’m a simple girl who’s holding you back. Asking you to put off becoming something amazing just so she can spend a few more days with you.”

“There are far worse things to do with one’s time,” Mirk said with a kind smile.

Hartley paced to the warp core. “You’ve got your destiny, I’ve got mine. If they’re not intertwined, then so be it.” She took a deep breath. “Do it, if you want, Mirk. Become a god. Go do spectacular things. Without me.” She turned and angrily kicked at the port-side injector. “Damn it, damn it, damn it!” she shrieked, kicking at the thing with all her might, taking out every bit of her frustrations…the warp core, her marriage, you name it.

And then something funny happened.

The warp core stopped its off-beat thrumming.

Lights around the Engineering compartment came online. Red indicators flashed green.

Mirk eased off the table and stared at the warp core, walking over to join Hartley there, both of them looking on in wide-eyed surprise. “I believe that’s what they call a ‘brogan adjustment,’” he whispered.

“I have no earthly idea what that means,” Hartley said softly, and turned to Mirk, falling in his arms, burying her face in his chest.



Baxter emerged on the Escort bridge, breathless, staring at the viewscreen, as Starfleet Academy circled into view.

“Thanks for joining us,” Ficker said, turning to face him in the command chair, sipping from a steaming teacup. “Have you ever had this Earl Grey stuff? It tastes like someone boiled a tweed sweater!”

“How’d…you…have time to…make tea…” Baxter sighed, leaning against the aft science panel.

“You’re really out of shape,” Ficker explained. “Have you met our helmsman?” He inclined his head toward the foreward station, as Harlan turned in the seat to face him. “He’s a capable pilot but he makes a really awful cup of tea.”

“I”m…going…to beat you…until I pass out…from exhaustion…” Baxter said, stalking toward Ficker.

“Uh-uh,” Ficker said, turning away from him. “Harlan…”

Baxter watched as Harlan spun out of his seat and crossed over to Baxter in two strides, grabbing him by the throat and shoving him against the aft station.

“Pretty spry for an old guy,” Ficker commented, transfixed on the viewscreen. “Now be quick about it, Harlan. We’re nearly at the Academy.”

“Dad,” Baxter whispered, as Harlan stared up at him with blank eyes. “Snap out of this. Please.”

“No use,” Ficker called over his shoulder. “Drake’s technology is foolproof. And trust me. We’ve tried it on a lot of fools. Now be a good boy and fight your father. I’m recording all of this so I can watch it later when I’m less distracted.”

“SHUT UP!” Baxter snapped. Harlan just looked back at him, dispassionately tightening his vicelike grip.

Ficker punched a control on the command chair. “Oh Doctor Drake. Are you there?”

“The device is set to overload and send out a blast of mind-altering energy as soon as it hits the ground,” Drake’s voice replied. “Everyone at Starfleet Academy will become loyal members of our army.”

“My army,” Ficker corrected. “We’re nearly over the main quad. Be ready to launch the device in six minutes. Bridge out.”

Meanwhile, Captain Baxter wriggled in Admiral Baxter’s grasp, looking down at him imploringly. “Dad. Please. I know deep down inside you there’s a guy that loves his son. You want to do right by me. You always have. I realize that!”

Harlan’s expression didn’t change, he just tightened his grip on Baxter’s throat.

“I know we’re different people, with different command styles. And I know sometimes that bothers you. But believe me, Dad, I only want what’s best for my ship and crew. And I want to make you proud.”

Harlan pushed on, shoving Baxter against the bank of consoles at the back of the Escort’s bridge and tightening his grip, as the captain began to find it hard to breathe.

“Okay,” Baxter choked out, deciding a different tack was in order. “I didn’t want to tell you this, Dad, but you should know…sometimes I don’t make it to the bridge until eleven hundred hours. Well, sometimes I don’t go to the bridge at all. I just sit in my cabin and watch holovision.”

Harlan’s visage didn’t change. At first. Then his left eye twitched.

“Yeah,” Baxter said, squirming in his father’s grasp, realizing he’d touched a nerve. “There’s more. Remember how I asked you to take us off-duty last year for that week-long leadership retreat? Yeah. Well actually we went to Risa and spent the week golfing. And we don’t even like golfing!”

Harlan grit his teeth, cocking his head as his face began to redden.

Baxter pressed on. “Gosh, the amount of time I’ve wasted as captain of that ship…it’s a wonder it hasn’t blown up yet…well, come to think of it, it has, a couple of times, but things always seem to have a way of work–”

“Have you gone mad, boy!” Harlan cried out, dropping Baxter to the deck. “You’ve got a reputation to uphold. You’re a Starfleet Captain, by God, and if I have anything to say about it you’ll start…acting…like…” He cut himself off and stared at Baxter, his brow furrowed. “Son?”

“That worked well,” Baxter said with a grin.

“Where am I?” Harlan demanded. “What the hell is happening?”

Ficker’s smile faded as he heard Harlan speak in lucid tones for the first time in days. He turned in the command chair, rising and lifting his phaser. “Oh no.”

Baxter ignored him and turned to his father. “Doctor Drake’s going to launch a brainwashing device at Starfleet Academy. Get down to the hold and stop her.”

“And what are you going to do?” Harlan asked, looking from Baxter to a still-shocked Ficker.

“Get my ship back,” Baxter said, and leapt across the bridge, tackling Ficker to the deck before he could fire his phaser.

“That’s my boy,” Harlan said, and charged off the bridge.



“We’re not going to blow up!” Madera announced excitedly from the conn.

“Great!” Janice Browning replied, standing between the foreward stations and staring at the pitching Idlewild, which listed precariously, just outside Earth’s orbit. “Anything else to report?”

“The Idlewild’s still going to blow up.”

“Drats,” Browning said. “Anything we can do to stop it?”

“Nope,” Madera said. “Also, about two hundred Idlewild crew are loose aboard the ship.”

“Any word yet from Christopher?”

Madera bristled at Browning’s familiar use of Richards’s name. “No, Commander Richards hasn’t reported back in.”

“Wonder if someone should check on him?”

“He can handle himself,” Madera said.

“You think?” Browning asked.

Madera fumbled with her fingers. “He’s…quite…” She searched for words.

“Yeah. That’s what I thought.”

“I could…” Madera began.

“No,” Browning said. “You’re needed here.” She rested a hand on Madera’s shoulder. “You’ve got the bridge, Lieutenant.”

“Really?”

“Well, yeah,” Browning said. “Howie’s the only one left here and he’s licking his console.”

Madera whirled. “Howie! No!”

“You might want to try to steer us away from the exploding ship,” Browning suggested, and dashed for the nearest turbolift.



Harlan burst through the doors to the Escort’s cargo hold just as Drake was putting the finishing touches on her device, closing its access panel and moving the large missle-shaped object to the hangar’s docking console.

“Stop right there, Doctor,” Harlan said.

“Bubby?” Drake cooed, looking up, eyes brightening.

Harlan thought a moment. Still groggy after several days under the influence of a mind control device, and not knowing fully how he’d recovered his senses, he didn’t want to waste any time. Every cadet at Starfleet Academy was at stake. Quick action was needed. There was only one thing he could do, and he regretted it horribly.

“Yes,” Harlan said reluctantly. “I am your Bubby.”

“BUBBY!” Drake replied, throwing her arms around Harlan.



Richards yanked the emergency lever inside the bulkhead access panel and emergency lights flared up dim red throughout Ship’s Shoppes, throwing menacing shadows across the mall. Even the trendy “Build-a- Sehlat” store looked rather grim.

“Whoever’s in here, show yourself,” Richards said, raising his phaser to waist level and turning in half circles as he moved through the mall’s upper level. “If you surrender now, we’ll go easy on you. We don’t want to use excessive force. We know you’re under the influence of…an asshole’s technology.”

“Not all of us,” a voice said from behind Richards, as he felt an elbow drive into the small of his back, and a clasped pair of hands come crashing down on his solar plexus, driving him to his knees.

“Worthy,” Richards moaned, as he pitched forward.

“Yes I am,” the Idlewild’s first officer replied. “And you, sir, are in for a world of hurt.”

Richards felt Worthy’s foot connect with the back of his head, and after that, all was black.



“Starfleet Academy,” Alvin Ficker said, watching the sprawling green grounds roll by slowly on the Escort’s screen. “Finally. My destiny is here.”

That’s when he felt a fist grip a handful of his hair and drag him to the ground. Another fist went into his side. A knee into his stomach.

Ficker rolled Baxter over him and flung a foot into the captain’s face, knocking him back over the helm console.

“We will not be stopped,” Ficker said defiantly, lashing out and grabbing at Baxter’s throat.

“Yes. You. Will,” Baxter snapped and threw a punch hard across Ficker’s face, scrambling for the helm controls.

“They are locked out,” Ficker said. “Only I can change our course.”

“My Dad locked them out. He can unlock them.”

“He’ll have his hands full with Doctor Drake.”

“He’ll make short work of her.”

“That reminds me,” Ficker said, and crawled to the command chair, punching a control. “Ficker to Drake. You should know that Admiral Baxter is no longer himself. Actually, check that, he is himself again. Proceed with caution!”

“Get away from there!” Baxter bellowed. “I just had that thing reupholstered!”



Nechayev and Tilleran watched from their perch on the roof of the Kirk building as, far off, the Escort descended toward Starfleet Academy.

“A pair of binoculars would be great,” Nechayev mumbled.

“Or a transporter. Or control of any of the systems in Starfleet’s administrative headquarters,” the Betazoid responded.

“Or that,” Nechayev agreed.

“I can’t believe you came for me,” Sparks sighed, leaning against the edge of the roof and glaring sidelong at Plato. “That was incredibly stupid. And awfuly romantic.”

“Thanks,” Plato said. “And I’m sorry, I guess.”

“You’re not sorry,” Sparks laughed.

“No, I’m really not,” Plato admitted.

“You think you’ll get in trouble with your Mom?”

“I don’t think anyone knows I’m gone,” Plato said.

Just then, a runabout hovered into view, its docking lights twinkling in the encroaching dusk. Within, Counselor Peterman looked out the viewports, eyes narrowed.

“Plato! You are in SUCH trouble, Mister!” she called over the ship’s loudspeakers.

“Counselor?” Tilleran asked.

Nechayev looked up. “Great. Another Explorer person. Look, can you stop chiding this child for just a second and help us save Starfleet Academy?”

“And your husband, by the way,” Tilleran pointed out.



Locked in a clinging embrace, Drake stared back at Harlan as Ficker’s words came echoing from the comm.

Realization spread across her face, but too late, as Harlan slammed her against the docking console and pushed her aside, rerouting command controls to his station.

Dazed, Drake staggered back and turned to Harlan, launching herself bodily at him and smashing him against the bulkhead.

She took that opportunity to turn to the docking console and punch a button, opening the aft hangar.

Harlan lurched back at Drake, swinging a fist that she blocked as the hangar split open, and its forcefield sprung to life…the only thing between him and Drake and the landscape of Starfleet Academy spinning below.

“Stop this,” Harlan ordered, and reached for the panel just as Drake leapt at him raking her nails across his face.

“Your moves are predictable,” Drake said. “Trust me, I should know,” she smiled coyly and slammed her hand down on the docking console. The force field dropped and a powerful gust sucked her device right out of the hatch.

Harlan hooked an arm around the docking console to keep from flying out as Drake tumbled toward the door, grasping at a railing.

“Oops, didn’t think about explosive decompression!” she called above the din of swirling wind. “How silly of me!”

Harlan reached for the controls to shut the hatch, but couldn’t quite get there without losing his grip on the console.

“It’s too late. The device is launched!” Drake said. “And I’m the only one who knows how to reverse its effects. Even you are not immune to it. You’re fighting it right now, but something tells me, somewhere inside, you still want to do my bidding.”

“Never!” Harlan shouted back. “Well, okay. Maybe!”

“Give up, Bubby! Nobody can stop us now!” Drake shouted, clinging to her railing, just as J’hana came swinging inside the hatch from outside, driving both feet into her face and knocking her cold to the deck, then flipping end over end, smashing a hand down on the button to close the hatch.

Harlan sank to his knees as the hatch finally closed, and stared up blearily at J’hana. “Head hurts,” he said.

“Hold tight, old human,” the Andorian whispered. “J’hana’s here now.”

“The device…” Harlan said woozily and leaned up.

“Oh,” J’hana said. “That thing. I don’t know.” She turned and looked at the docking console. “I’ll see if I can find out where it landed and what it’s…wait…it’s not showing up on sensors.”

“There’s a reason for that,” a voice came over the comm. “I grabbed it in a tractor beam. Handy little thing, those tractor beams.”

“Counselor…Peterman?” Harlan asked.

“Yeah, I’m tailing you in a runabout,” Peterman’s voice responded. “Can I come aboard?”

“Oh hell yes,” J’hana said.



“The Idlewild’s gonna explode in fifteen bleepblorps,” Howie announced from ops as Madera moved back to the command chair.

“I think you mean ‘seconds,’” Madera said uneasily, sitting down and gripping the arms of the command chair.

“Maybe. I’m heavily sedated so…”

“Howie, I’m probably going to regret saying this but…go ahead and transfer helm control to your console.”

Sefelt turned back and looked at Madera. “Really?”

“Yes. It’s about time we all had a chance at doing something great.” Madera took a deep breath. “We need you, Howie.”

“They need me,” Sefelt said ecstatically, and plucked at his controls.

“Please, please don’t mess this up,” Madera said, as much to herself as to Sefelt. “Bridge to Engineering. We need everything you’ve got to the impulse engines, like now.”

“Who the heck is this? Madera?” Hartley’s voice came back.

“Yes. I’m…in command.”

“Whoa boy. Well, just transferred what power we have left to impulse engines. I’m giving it all she’s…” Hartley paused, catching herself. “Yeah, go ahead.”

“Full impulse, Mister Sefelt!” Madera exclaimed, as, on the viewscreen, explosions raked across the Idlewild’s primary hull. The Sabre-class starship pitched backward, end-over-end, spewing fire from its ruptured hull as suddenly, beautifully, a warp core breach tore through her, sending a massive, bright shock of light out in all directions.

“All hands, whoever is left, brace for impact!” Madera called out as the retreating Explorer was caught in the wave and pushed forward.

Sefelt pushed the great ship hard to port, evading the explosion as best as he could. The Explorer still caught the edge of the wave though, and was caught upon it, spun out of control like a top.

“MOMMY!” Sefelt shouted, gripping his panel as she ship spun.

“This thing really needs seatbelts!” Madera called out, watching on the viewscreen as black space suddenly gave way to something huge, and white. It looked like…

Howie pointed at the screen. “MOON!” he screamed, and ducked under his panel.



The Explorer shook hard from the shockwave and Richards was startled awake. He came to groggily, taking in his dim surroundings. Space Tastes.

“Nice restaurant,” Worthy said, circling Richards’s chair. “I’m thinking we’ll turn it into a pizza place when we take over.”

“Go to hell. Our crew hates pizza,” Richards lied.

“They’ll like whatever we want them to like,” Worthy said, as Richards tried to rise. He glanced around. “Did you feel that? That was our ship. Thanks for that, by the way.”

“You’re welcome,” Richards muttered, and moved to stand, but suddenly realized he was bound to his seat.

“Oh, don’t get up,” Worthy said. “You’re quiet well restrained. On my way to your lovely mall I found a room packed with all sorts of nasty leather implements and chains.”

J’hana’s office, Richards thought wryly. “I’ve got backup on the way.”

“You’re running with a skeleton crew. That much we’ve ascertained. Funny enough, we outnumber you.”

“We know this ship,” Richards replied, pulling at his leather and chain bindings as Worthy circled him. One thing was for sure, he wouldn’t be breaking these particular implements. J’hana had often tied him up in her office…over HR’s explicit objections.

Worthy crouched next to Richards. “We’re winners. That’s all that matters. You destroyed our ship but you didn’t destroy us. You saved us. That weak kind of thinking is killing Starfleet. It’s precisely what we’re setting out to rectify.”

“You’re delusional and crazy.”

“We’ll see just how delusional and crazy I am, once I’m done whipping you with this spiky metal thing!” Worthy cried out, rising to his feat and rearing back with one of J’hana’s whips. “And then we’re going to have lunch! There’s a hot pot of chili on!”

“Sorry!” a voice came from behind Worthy. Before he could turn, a massive watermelon came crashing down onto his head, sending him slumping to the deck.

“Kitchen’s closed,” Janice Browning said, dropping the giant melon and kneeling to undo Richards’s bindings.

“Doctor,” Worthy moaned woozily, rolling on his back. “I need a doctor…”

“Dammit,” Browning said, looking down at Worthy. “I’m a chef, not a doctor.”

Richards winced as he slipped free from the chair he was tied to and looked down at Worthy. “Nice work.”

“You ok?” Browning asked, turning Richards to face him.

“Yeah,” he said, staring back at Browning in the dim-lit room. “What are you doing here?”

“Seems to me you were kind of being crushed by a beam once, and I abandoned you.”

“You did,” Richards admitted.

“So I owed you one,” Browning explained.

“I see,” Richards said, inching closer to Browning, locking eyes with her in the dim light.

“So…” Browning said.

“All hands: Yeah, it’s me again, Lieutenant Madera. So, um, just wanted to tell you we’re about to sort of crash into a moon. Hold on!”

And that’s when Space Tastes turned upside down.



“Steer us away from the planet!” Madera called out to Sefelt, thinking that was a somewhat self-evident point.

Sefelt fought with Explorer’s controls. “Helm’s not responding!”

“Here, let me…” she began, and crossed the bridge.

Before she could reach Sefelt’s station, the Explorer touched down, slamming into the moon’s surface and skidding along it like a jack-knifing semi.

Madera slammed against Sefelt’s seat, but held on for dear life, reaching for the controls. “Intertial dampers! Maximum!”

The Explorer snow-boarded toward the suddenly inaccurately- named Sea of Tranquility, just missing one of the Moon’s many domed communities.

Madera and Sefelt gripped each other tightly, looking up at the viewscreen as the great sliding ship dove down into a deep crater and sailed along its curved surface, gathering speed, then hit the wall and climbed it, taking off and going spaceborn once again, spinning end over end and drifting into the ether.

Madera slapped a few buttons, activating station-keeping thrusters to slow the ship’s spin, then slid to the deck, leaning against ops. “Damn, Howie…”

Sefelt held his hands up to his face, looking up through his fingers. “Are we still in one piece?”

“Yeah. Somehow,” Madera said wryly, patting Sefelt on the back.



“What are we doing?” Lt. Commander Hartley asked, holding Mirk around the waist.

“Floating,” Mirk said. “Kind of like flying, but just staying in one place.”

“Where are we?”

“Still in Main Engineering. You nearly flew over the railing around the warp core when we crashed. I got you.”

“So you saved me after all.”

“I always will.”

Hartley looked up at Mirk as they floated over the several-storeys- tall core. “Wait…we crashed?”

“Evidently.”

“And we’re all right?”

“Seems to be.”

“So no Armageddon today?”

“Nope. But we will need some minor repairs.”

“That I can handle,” Hartley said, and squeezed Mirk tightly.



“Doctor Drake!” Ficker called out over the comm, squirming out of Baxter’s grasp. “Launch the device!”

Baxter climbed to his feet, squaring off against Ficker, the Escort’s helm console between them. “She’s not answering, Ficker.”

“Maybe she went to the bathroom,” Ficker suggested.

“Maybe she went bye-bye,” Baxter countered.

“You never liked her.”

“That’s because she’s a crazy scientist!”

“You never even gave her a chance!”

“Yes I did. And then she lied to me, turned omnipotent, and tried to destroy the universe!”

“You’re so freaking judgmental!”

“I am going to kill you! Then bring you back to life and kill you again!” Baxter growled and leapt over the helm console, grabbing Ficker around the throat.

Ficker kicked Baxter away and scrambled backwards across the bridge, remembering finally that he had a phaser. But where was it?

Baxter spun back against the helm and grabbed at it, noting that they’d reached Starfleet Academy’s quad, hovering some 200 meters above it. He turned back to Ficker, who dove under the command chair and rose up, phaser in hand, turning back to Baxter.

“Game, set, and match, my friend,” Ficker said, leveling the phaser on Baxter with shaking hand. “Step away from the helm.”

“Put your phaser down and maybe I will,” Baxter shot back.

“Empty threats,” Ficker said. “Harlan locked out the helm, and soon Doctor Drake will launch my weapon and then all those bright young cadets will be mine!”

“Baxter to Baxter,” Harlan’s voice came over the comm. “I unlocked the helm and J’hana took out Doctor Drake. And the device…well let’s just say it won’t be a problem anymore.”

Ficker’s eyes twitched in anger as he listened to this, gripping his phaser with both hands and stepping toward Baxter. “Well then. That changes things.” He glanced down at the phaser and pressed a control, upping the power level. He looked back at Baxter and glowered. “Set phasers to kill.”

“You can’t have Starfleet Academy,” Baxter said. “So you’ll take me instead.”

“Yup,” Ficker said. “Sounds about right.”

“You are in such serious need of counseling buddy,” a voice came from behind Ficker.

The unglued ship commander pivoted to find Kathy Peterman framed in the aft hatchway, poised with a phaser rifle aimed square between his eyes.

“Beautiful Kathy,” Ficker said, gripping his phaser tightly. “So good to see you again. Want to grab a bagel or something? Catch up?”

“Put the phaser down, then we’ll talk,” Peterman said, advancing toward Ficker.

“You first,” Ficker said.

“Kathy…” Baxter began. “Be careful. He’s unhinged…”

“I know,” Peterman said softly. “That’s why we’re gonna get you some help. Right, Mister Ficker?”

“Captain,” Ficker said slowly. “Call me Captain.”

“It’s okay, Captain,” Peterman said, stepping closer to Ficker. “Everything’s going to be o…”

“NO!” Ficker shouted, and whirled on Baxter, thumbing the firing control on his phaser.

The phaser sliced the air, barely missing Baxter and cutting a swath across the viewscreen, shorting it out and splitting it open like a ripe tomato.

Baxter dove, slamming a hand on the helm console, sending the Escort dipping toward the ground.

Ficker flew forward, crashing headlong into the viewscreen, which promptly overloaded and exploded. He dropped limply to the deck, dazed and scorched.

Peterman, meanwhile, pitched forward, arms pinwheeling, as the Escort spun out of control.

Baxter reached out and slung an arm around her as she fell, tugging her to him and dragging her to the deck as the Escort bucked, rose up, and plopped down in the middle of the Academy quad with a thud.

“Owwwwwwieeeeeeeeeeee…” Ficker whined, in a heap, on the Escort’s foreward deck.

Baxter wrapped his arms around Peterman and kissed her cheek. “You came for me.”

“Not exactly. But at this point, does it matter?” she asked with a sprightly grin.

“Not at all,” Baxter sighed and kissed Peterman deeply on the lips. “I love you, sweetheart.”

“Right back at ya, cowboy,” Peterman said, as Baxter rose and crossed the cluttered bridge, where Ficker lie writhing.

“I can’t see…” Ficker moaned, leaning up, groggy.

Baxter looked down to see the captain’s glasses lying next to him. “Oh! There they are…” He stepped on the glasses, crushing them under his foot. “Oops. Looks like they got busted in all the commotion.”

“But how will I read my wonderful books?” Ficker asked, dazed.

“Large print?” Peterman suggested, stepping next to Baxter and circling her arms around him.

“How did you do it?” Ficker asked, his voice far off. “How did you beat me? Do you have super powers?”

“Nope,” Baxter said. He turned and kissed Peterman again on the cheek. “Just a ship, a crew, and a wife.”



Captain’s Log,

Really supplemental. Starfleet reinforcements have arrived just in the nick of time. Please note my sarcasm here. They got here about an hour after everything went down. Thanks for nothing!

Anyway, they’re here now, including my mother’s ship, the Pathfinder, which kindly towed the Explorer to McKinley station, where I’m told all sorts of things will be done to it. Note to self: Howie Sefelt from now on forbidden to take helm control.

On the upside, the chaos and confusion that ensued after the Explorer crashed into the moon seemed to help our remaining officers wrangle the Idlewild people. Good thing, too.

Meanwhile, Lieutenant Commander Tilleran was able to dissect Doctor Drake’s device (and her mind) and figure out what needed to be done to reverse all the brainwashing she’s been doing in the past few weeks.

Counselor Peterman, on the other hand, is not having as much luck undoing what Ficker has done to his own brain. Some people are beyond help, I guess.

The Judge Advocate General has begun a series of mind- numbingly boring hearings to determine who on Ficker’s crew is actually guilty of something and who was basically kidnaped. That should take a while.

Finally, my command crew has been summoned to an emergency meeting at Starfleet Command, where I imagine we’ll be given the bill for damages caused in saving everyone’s asses.



Baxter was reviewing the Explorer’s damage report as he made his way down the corridor to Starfleet Command’s executive conference room.

Suddenly, a door opened next to him and he was dragged inside.

“Oh, please, no more intrigue,” Baxter said, looking up from his padd at the black clad officer who’d grabbed him. “I’m exhausted.”

“Don’t mind him. He’s just the guy who grabs people for us,” a voice said from the other end of the conference room. Another black-clad man leaned forward, resting his hands atop the table. “Have a seat, Captain.”

“Roddick,” Baxter said. “You again? Really?” He shook his head. “Seriously. I’m wiped, man.”

“I think you’ll want to take this meeting,” Roddick said. “I wanted to let you know we have Doctor Drake.”

“No you don’t. I just spoke to Tilleran. She was sitting in on her interrogation and…”

“Tilleran to Baxter,” came a voice on Baxter’s combadge. “Funny thing. Doctor Drake just dematerialized! Starfleet Security can’t find a trace of her…”

“Stand by,” Baxter said. “Baxter out.”

“Do you want me to stand by, or do you want to close the channel?” Tilleran asked. “Cause you can’t do both…”

“Close channel,” Baxter said, shaking his head. “So you took Drake. Fine with me.”

“Don’t you see?” Roddick asked. “We’ve taken Drake so that we can find out the secret to her human omnipotence experiments.”

“Oh goody,” Baxter said. “Well you guys have fun with that.”

Roddick shook his head. “We only needed one of them, Captain Baxter. Drake or Anna Kimmel. Either one would do.”

Baxter shrugged. “I still don’t follow.”

Roddick sighed. “You really area dolt, sometimes. Look…” He shoved a padd across the table at Baxter. “Anna Kimmel and Ashley Donovan are safe. We’ve sent them a comm letting them know they can come out of hiding and return to the Federation.”

“What?” Baxter asked, leaning forward and looking at the padd. “They went off the grid over a year ago. You couldn’t possibly know…” He looked down.

“It’s all there. The Sentosian system. Sector seven zero seven nine nine. Long way off. It’ll take them about a month to get back, but better late than never, eh?”

“How did you find them?”

“We’ve been watching them for some time,” Roddick said. “And we’ve been watching you, too.”

“Figures,” Baxter muttered.

“We have what we want now. Maura Drake’s in our custody and the Idlewild’s been destroyed, so our technology is safe. You can have your sister back.”

“Why should I trust you?” Baxter asked.

“Because you have no choice but to trust me,” Roddick said, and walked around the table, moving to stand just behind Baxter. “And because I have a sister, too.”

Baxter turned. “Wait just one minute, Mister…”

And just like that, Roddick was gone.



Lt. Commander Hartley sat on the plush leather couch outside of Starfleet Command’s executive conference room, staring at the stylized painting of Jim Kirk that hung on the wall across from her. He looked awfully smug, that Kirk.

“Whew,” Lt. Commander Tilleran sighed, plopping down next to Hartley. “What a day.”

“You done with all the un-brainwashing?” Hartley asked idly.

“Nearly. Starfleet Sciences is really taking the lead. I was just watching.”

“And helped provide the blueprint for undoing the thing,” Hartley pointed out.

“I don’t like to brag.”

“Yeah,” Hartley said.

“Speaking of bragging, I hear the admirals are saying nice things about you.”

“Oh?”

“Your solution for destroying the Idlewild. Saving the ship from a massive breach.”

“A breach is a breach. There are no degrees of getting your ass blown sky high.”

“Still,” Tilleran said. “I hear you’ll have your pick of engineering posts. Utopia Planetia. A top position in the Corps of Engineers…”

“I don’t want to go anywhere else,” Hartley said. She looked down at her hand, studying her wedding ring thoughtfully. “I’ve got everything I want on the Explorer.”

“That’s nice,” Tilleran said. “But you can’t stay in one place forever.”

“Watch me,” Hartley said with half a laugh, as J’hana and Richards walked up.

“Have we missed the throttling?” J’hana asked.

“We haven’t been called in yet,” Tilleran said.

“Good.” The Andorian turned to Richards. “Think we have time to grab some sex? I found a closet down the hall that is currently unoccupied.”

“Maybe, uh, later,” Richards said. “Where’s the captain?”

“He should be here by now,” Hartley said. “This is his show after all.”

Peterman and Browning approached from the opposite end of the corridor. “Yeah,” Peterman told Browning. “Ficker has seriously flipped out. Just keeps moaning about his glasses. Cigars and champagne. Earl grey tea…he’s not even coherent anymore.”

“Maybe some time at Tantalus will be good for him,” Browning said.

“Since when are you part of the command crew again?” J’hana asked, with no trace of ire in her voice.

“She briefly rejoined the crew to help out with the recent crisis,” Richards said, turning to Browning. “And she was a big help.”

“Aw,” Browning said. “I’m just happy to stand with you guys. We’ve been through a lot together.”

“Whatever, let’s just get this overwith,” Hartley said. “I’ve got to get back to the ship before they do something stupid like stick one of those third nacelles on there.”

“Fwark the refit, I’m ready for some shore leave,” J’hana said.

“I think we all are,” Peterman said. “Say, Janice, speaking of leave, have you seen Plato?”

“He’s visiting Sparks at the Academy,” Browning said. “One last goodbye, I suppose.”

Just then, the doors to the conference room opened, and Lieutenant Beth Monroe emerged. “The Admirals are ready for you.”

“Where’s Andy?” Peterman asked.

Richards shrugged. “I thought he was with you.”

“I’m here, I’m here!” Baxter said, jogging up to join the group, a wide smile on his face. “Sorry I’m late.”

“You’re just in time,” Peterman said, hooking an arm around his. “And what’s with that big smile?”

“I’ll tell you later,” Baxter said, leading the group inside the large conference room.

“Remind me to tell you something after this, too,” Tilleran whispered to Hartley.

“Okay,” Hartley said, giving Tilleran an odd look as the group disappeared within the conference room.



“Quiet around here,” Lt. Madera said, taking a seat at the bar as Mirk slid a glass in front of her.

“Your usual?”

“You know me well,” Madera said, taking a long sip of the green, bubbly Kelvarkian Ale. “So where is everyone?” Madera asked as she sipped.

“The command crew is on Earth being debriefed, or something,” Mirk said. “They should be back soon, though, in time to turn the ship over to the refit crew.”

“So we can get a head start on drinking?”

“Absolutely,” Mirk said, and smiled as he caught Howie Sefelt approaching. “Mister Sefelt. I don’t see much of you in here.”

“I’m afraid of intoxication,” Sefelt said, and approached the bar gingerly. “Mind if I sit here?”

“How about some milk?” Mirk asked. “You afraid of that?”

Sefelt shook his head. “Nope.”

“Pull up a seat,” Madera said. “You sort of saved the ship today, after all.”

The operations chief then sidled up and inched his chair closer to the bar. “I crashed it into a moon.”

“Any landing you can walk away from,” Mirk pointed out, sliding a glass of milk over to Sefelt and grabbing an ale for himself out of the replicator. He usually didn’t drink on the job, but today seemed like a good exception.

“Isn’t that the truth,” Madera said.

Sefelt held up his drink. “To safe landings,” he grinned.

Mirk held his drink up too, glancing outside at the latticework that surrounded the windows of his lounge as the crews got to work on repairs. He thought a moment. “Yes. Safe landings.”

And they clinked glasses.



“Ladies and gentlemen,” Admiral Alynna Nechayev said, standing at the lectern at the front of the room. “Thank you for joining us for this emergency meeting of Starfleet’s senior officers. We’re here today to discuss the events of the last week and what it means for us as we move forward.”

“Some nice, shiny medals would be great,” Baxter said.

“Captain, this will be much easier without your interruptions,” Nechayev said, catching a look from Admiral Jellico. “The reason we are here is to congratulate you and your senior staff for performing acts above and beyond the call of duty, in protecting Earth and Starfleet Command.”

“You’re not here to yell at us?” Baxter asked, genuinely surprised.

“You did nothing wrong,” Nechayev said. “In fact, your people singlehandedly stopped Ficker from abducting every cadet at Starfleet Academy, and doing who knows what else with Starfleet Command.”

Baxter straightened. “Well, then, that’s different.”

“Will there be a party?” Peterman asked, her eyebrows raising. “And if so, will there be a party planning committee? And does it need a chair?”

Nechayev pursed her lips and stared at Peterman. “There will be no party.”

This caused some murmurs among Baxter’s crew, and the Admirals.

“The events of the last week will be classified top secret,” Nechayev continued. “All related records will be purged and destroyed. You and your crew, as well as the others involved in this incident, will sign affidavits of confidentiality. To put it succinctly: None of this ever happened. Are we clear?”

“But why?” Baxter asked.

“Security,” Nechayev said simply. “If elements outside Starfleet were to find out how easily our defenses were compromised, they might try to do the same thing. Captain Ficker could provide the Romulans, or the Borg, or some other hostile force with a blueprint for bringing us to our knees. And we cannot allow that to happen.”

“There’s another reason,” a voice piped up from the back of the room.

All eyes watched as a figure strode toward the podium. The man stared at Nechayev long and hard until she backed away, a confused look on her face, then took the podium.

“Pride,” Harlan Baxter said, looking at the gathered officers around the table.

“Dad?” Baxter asked, leaning forwad.

“Shut up, boy,” Harlan said.

“Admiral, you are still recovering from your abduction,” Nechayev said smoothly. “Perhaps you should sit down…”

“I’ll stand.” Harlan looked at Nechayev and then surveyed the room. “You are all too proud to admit that one of them…” He pointed at the Explorer people, “…was good enough to defeat all of us.”

“Admiral Baxter, all due respect, but…” Nechayev began hotly.

“Shut up, Alynna,” Harlan rumbled, and looked back out on the crew. “There’s a chain of command in Starfleet. We have to accept the ruling of the Commander in Chief, keeping this incident secret. But all of us in this room know what happened.”

There was a momentary silence as the Admirals exchanged looks of consternation. A slow smile spread across Baxter’s face, though, as his father leaned forward, grabbing the podium.

“You listen here, and you listen good. After today, we may disavow all knowledge of what happened here. But for right now, in this moment, in this room, you will show your respect. You will stand up and clap for the crew of the USS Explorer. And you will be proud of what they’ve accomplished.” He fixed his gaze on Baxter. “I know I am.”

More silence ensued, until Admiral Jellico stood, and slowly began to clap.

Admirals around the room likewise stood, and clapped. All of them clapped, except for Nechayev, who, ultimately, gave in, and joined, albeit reluctantly, in the applause.

“Well,” Captain Baxter said, as the clapping died down. “You’re, um, welcome.”

Harlan stuffed a cigar into his mouth, lit it, and strode toward the conference room exit. He stopped next to Baxter and clapped a hand on his shoulder.

“Mrfm yurf, berh,” he said.

“You too, Dad,” Baxter grinned, and watched his father walk out the door.



Cadet Sparks answered the door to her cabin, wearing a red academy jogging suit. “Plato,” she said, waving the half-changeling boy in. “We were just talking about the party tonight with a bunch of other cadets.”

Mathers and Piper were leaning against her desk, arms folded. “An affidavit-signing party for everyone who knows what happened,” Piper muttered.

“It’s still a party,” Mathers said. “Want to come?”

“I don’t think so,” Plato said, and looked up at Sparks. “I just came to say goodbye to Nat. Then I’ve got to get back to the Explorer. We’ve got a party of our own to attend.”

“Fair enough,” Sparks said.

“So, thanks for stopping by,” Piper said, earning a glare from Mathers.

Mathers took Piper’s hand and pulled him toward the door. “C’mon, Ethan. We’ve got to, um, study something.”

“No we don’t,” Piper protested.

“Yeah, we do,” Mathers said, and grinned back at Sparks as Piper reluctantly followed him out.

“He likes you,” Plato said, once he and Sparks were alone.

“He’s got a lot of growing up to do,” Sparks said.

“So do we,” Plato replied.

Sparks stepped toward Plato. “So you wanted to say goodbye?”

“Yeah. I mean, we didn’t get a chance to talk in all of the chaos following the um, nothing that happened these last few days, so I just wanted to, um, well, you know.” He looked at the floor.

“Yes,” Sparks said, taking Plato’s chin and lifting it so he could look her in the eye. “I know.” She took him by the back of the neck and kissed him deeply in the mouth, tugging him back toward her bunk and on top of her, grabbing at his tunic and lifting it over his head.

“I have no idea what we’re doing,” Plato said, looking into Sparks’ eyes.

“You’ll learn fast,” Sparks smiled, and rolled Plato over, kissing him deeply.



The Constellation Club was abuzz with activity, as seemingly half the Explorer crew were jammed in there, clinking glasses, laughing, and talking, as the jungle thrum of Maloxian music filled the room and Zordock the Bold had all four hands full serving drinks from one end of the club to another.

At the far table, by the windows, Captain Baxter and his senior staff were already on their second round of drinks.

“So Captain Kimmel should be here in a month,” Baxter said, scooting closer to Peterman.

“You mean Anna. Your sister,” Peterman corrected.

“Yeah, her,” Baxter said with a grin, staring at his rum and grapefruit.

“Ashley Donovan will be back also, I hear,” J’hana said. “Didn’t some things happen between you two?”

“Now J’hana, I’m a married man,” Baxter said.

“I don’t mind,” Peterman said. “There comes a time when you have to let go of stuff like that.”

“You’re growing,” Baxter said.

Peterman clutched at her stomach. “You think? I mean, you’ve noticed?”

“Sure. We’ve all grown a bit,” Baxter said. He looked around the table. “I’d like to think we’re better off now than we were when we first came together. Wouldn’t you?”

“Oh, you mean that,” Peterman said, and stared at her ginger ale. “Yeah. Definitely.”

“That reminds me, it’s time for a toast,” Baxter said, and stood, clearing his throat. “Hey everyone! Mirk, stop the music for a minute.”

Mirk leaned back over the bar and hit a control, cutting the music, and edged closer to Hartley, slinging an arm around her waist.

Baxter looked out at the Constellation Club, at his crew.

“As you know, by morning, we’ll be leaving for a well-deserved shore leave. I’m told, amazingly, it’ll only take a few weeks to patch up the Explorer, and then we’ll be back out there, raising havoc again.”

Baxter took a breath and looked down at Peterman, squeezing her shoulder. “After tonight, nobody will discuss what happened today. But we’ll all remember.” He looked around, exchanging glances with Hartley, Mirk, Tilleran, J’hana, Richards, Madera, Sefelt, Holly and Dean Wilcox, and Janice Browning. “Nobody can really take away what we did here today. What we’ve always done. We’ve shown that you don’t have to be Kirk or Picard to be successful.

“We’re not what we used to be. We’ve grown up so much in these last, great years. We’ve become friends. We’ve become family. We’ve meant more to each other than some will ever know.”

He reached down and took his glass and lifted it. “There’s one thing that unites us. Against all odds, and sometimes our better judgement, against the merciless logic of the Universe, this ship somehow keeps bringing us home. In time, I’m sure, we’ll move on, and find other ports of call. But you know what? We’ll always have this place. And in the end, that’s all that really matters. So raise your glass, and toast our ship. This ship that keeps us together. Here’s to the USS Explorer. Long may she sail.”

And everyone did raise their glass, and cheer.

J’hana leaned toward Counselor Peterman. “Say, Counselor…did he actually come up with that on his own?”

“Yeah,” Peterman whispered, and reached out to take Baxter’s hand, smiling up at him. “I think he did.”



Hours later, as ship’s morning dawned, crew poured out of the Constellation Club, which after much celebrating, was somewhat worse for wear.

“I hope they refit this place while they’re at it,” Mirk said, slinging an arm around Hartley and leading her out. “There’s stuff I’ll probably never get out of the carpet.”

“We can worry about that later,” Hartley said. “For now, I’m getting you into a bubble bath as soon as possible.”

“You don’t, um, want to talk about what happened?”

Hartley squeezed Mirk’s hands. “No, I really don’t. We’ll deal with the future as it comes. Sound good?”

“Sounds very good,” Mirk said, and leaned in, kissing Hartley softly on the cheek.

“I wonder where Plato got to,” Browning said. “Do you think he went out with Cadet Sparks?”

“Hard to say,” Peterman said. “He’s a big boy now. He’s got to make his own choices.”

“I suppose. Thanks, by the way, for watching over him while he was down on Earth.”

“Not a problem,” Peterman said.

“C’mon,” Baxter, said, jogging up between Browning and Peterman. “Let’s grab Steffie and get to my place on Earth. My parents want it cleaned up in time for Steffie’s third birthday.”

“Shouldn’t you stop calling it your place at some point?”

“I’m willing to share,” Baxter said, and squeezed Peterman closer.

Richards sighed as he watched Browning walk off with Baxter and Peterman.

“Hi there,” Tilleran said, picking up step next to Richards.

“Commander,” Richards said.

“Where’s J’hana?”

“She’s collecting some…things…before we leave the ship.”

“Ah yes,” Tilleran said. “Of course. The leather and the spikes.”

“And her V’haspant maker,” Richards said.

Tilleran took a big breath. “Look, Chris, I should tell you…”

“She still loves you,” Richards said. “I know.”

“You’re not a telepath.”

Richards smiled. “I don’t have to be.” He watched Browning duck into a turbolift with Baxter and Peterman. “I understand how she feels.”

“Can I ask what you’re going to do about it?” Tilleran asked gently.

“You could just read my mind,” Richards said.

Tilleran blanched. “I’ve done more than enough of that lately.”

“Then you may ask,” Richards said enigmatically, and moved past Tilleran down the corridor.



“Finally,” Dr. Maura Drake said, as a black-clad officer stepped into the small conference room. Drake wasn’t sure, but she felt fairly certain she was aboard a ship. If it was a ship, it wasn’t Starfleet. The man’s uniform told her everything she needed to know, though. “Section Thirty-One, I presume?” she asked.

“An astute observation,” the man said, sitting down opposite Drake. “You can call me Roddick.”

“Mister Roddick, pleased to be of service.”

“I’m sorry?”

“I assume you want me to build a device for you similar to the one I made for Captain Ficker?”

“Oh, no,” Roddick said. “I think you misunderstand. We don’t need your technical assistance.”

Drake stiffened a bit. “Then what do you need?”

“Your brain.” Roddick leaned forward. “We’d like to see how it works. To see if it’s possible to create an omnipotent…or even semi- potent…being…from a humanoid.”

“That research was inconclusive,” Drake said nervously.

“We’ll draw our own conclusions,” Roddick said, and stood. “And while we’re doing so, we’ll do our best to make you as comfortable as possible. But you should prepare yourself, Doctor Drake. You’ll be with us for quite some time.”

And with that, Roddick left the room.



Browning found Plato heading out of their shared cabin, weighed down with bags. “Hi Mom!” he said, wrestling with a large duffel. “I packed your mini pizza oven.”

“We’ll only be gone a couple weeks,” Browning said. “So…yeah, better bring it. Need some help?”

“I can handle it,” Plato said, sidling up next to Browning. “I can handle a lot of things, you know.”

Browning looked at Plato. Something in his eyes, or in his face. He seemed like a changed person, even for a changeling. “Son, is there anything you want to tell me?”

“Just that I love you,” Plato said brightly.

“You too,” Browning said, wrapping an arm around the slight changeling. “Let’s get out of here.”



“Patient Nine-five-nine-two-two-nine?”

The man in blue scrubs and badly fractured glasses stood at attention in the doorway. “You may call me Captain Ficker, ensign.”

“Actually, I’m an orderly. I’m here to lead you to the docking bay to meet up with the transport to Tantalus. The weeping Vulcan and the moody asshole are already on board.”

“Sounds like a very important briefing,” Ficker said. “Lead the way, ensign.”

“Uh, yeah,” the orderly said, and led Ficker down the hall. A pair of security guards followed, phasers at the ready.

“An armed escort,” Ficker said, nodding approvingly. “Appropriate, given my position.”

“As a deposed lunatic?”

“Oh, flatterer!” Ficker said. “Now then, ensign, on to the next mission! So much to do!”



“So I was thinking I’d stay through the Explorer’s refit, and stay on while they identify a replacement science officer. Another month, maybe two?”

Crellus had trouble hiding his grin on the viewscreen in Tilleran’s quarters. “Ariel, don’t get me wrong, I’m very pleased about your decision. But I admit, I’m confused. Not so long ago, you didn’t want to leave the Explorer. I thought I’d have to pry you out of there. What’s changed?”

“Me,” Tilleran said plainly. “I’m starting to realize that I can’t do my job without using my powers. And I don’t want to have to use my powers any more. It…could lead me down a very bad road again. And there are just too many temptations here.”

“But you’ve helped so many people…”

“This group will find a way to get along without me. We’ve found a way to do a lot around here. Life will go on.”

“I’m glad to hear you say that. And even more glad that you’re coming to join me.”

“I’m not just coming to join you,” Tilleran said. “I’m coming to marry you.”

Crellus’ eyes widened. “Ariel, do you mean it?”

“Nobody knows me like you do,” Tilleran said. “Nobody knows what I’ve been through, the struggles at reigning in my powers. You…comfort me. You’ve got me thinking about a simpler life. And that appeals to me somehow, a great deal. And…it’s just time.”

“This isn’t just the Phase talking, is it?”

Tilleran thought about that a moment, then shook her head. “My reproductive system isn’t going to tell me what to do. I make my own choices.”

Crellus beamed. “You won’t be disappointed, Ariel, I promise you. I cannot wait until you get here!”

“Me either,” Tilleran said softly. “I’ll call you again when I get to Earth.” With that, she closed the channel, and stared for a beat at the blank screen. Then she turned, grabbed her duffel, and headed for the door.



SOMEWHERE



“So,” one eyeball said to another. “That’s how it ends. It’s over now.”

“Nope,” the other, more confident eyeball, said. “There is another chapter yet to be told.”

“Mirk hasn’t achieved his potential.”

“He has much to do. They all do.”

“Do you plan on telling them?”

“We could, I suppose, but where would be the fun in that? Let them find out for themselves.”

“And when will this happen?”

“Tomorrow,” the eye said. “And yesterday.”

“You going to be any more clear than that?”

“No, I’m really not.”



EXPLORER



“You’ve been strangely quiet,” Baxter said, holding Steffie against his chest as he and Peterman made their way toward the airlock that led out to McKinley Station.

“Just thinking about everything we’ve been through,” Peterman said. “About the future.”

“Anything you want to share?” Baxter asked, laughing as Steffie tugged on his hair.

“Yep,” Peterman said, and smiled to herself. “In good time, sweetheart.”

“Okay…” Baxter said, turning Steffie and holding her up. “What about you, munchkin? You ready to head to Earth?”

“Down to Earth!” Steffie squealed. “Yeah! Earth! Earth!”

Peterman reached out and took Baxter’s hand, watching as they approached the airlock, where Tilleran, J’hana, Richards, Browning, Plato, Sefelt, Madera, Mirk, and Hartley were waiting, along with Holly and Dean Wilcox, who’d just arrived.

“What is this?” Baxter asked. “Is someone about to walk the plank?”

“I think we all are,” Hartley snorted derisively, and took Mirk’s arm. “C’mon fruitcake. Let’s get out of here.”

“We wanted to wait for you guys,” Browning said. “So we could all leave together.”

“Is that what we’re doing?” J’hana asked. “I had no idea.”

“All for one and one for all,” Richards said, taking J’hana by the arm and leading her into the airlock.

“Humma head to Earth?” Dean asked, as Holly led him into the airlock.

“Yes, Dean,” Holly said. “We’re both headed to Earth. Wave goodbye to the Explorer, for now!”

“Buh-bye, Explorer!” Dean waved, and slung his arms affectionately around Holly.

Tilleran took a last look around and shook her head, joining the departing group.

“You had something you wanted to tell me?” Hartley asked, walking up next to her.

“Soon enough,” Tilleran said.

Peterman took up step next to Plato. “Everything okay, buddy?”

Plato averted his eyes nervously. “Oh, yes, Counselor, very good. Nat and I, um, said our goodbyes.”

“Uh-huh,” Peterman nodded, giving the boy a curious glance.

“So we’re really not going to tell Janice about Plato, um….storming Starfleet Command?” Baxter whispered.

“We’re really not,” Peterman said with a grin, and watched Plato walk off with Browning. “We’re going to be the cool aunt and uncle.”

“If you say so,” Baxter said, as the pair approached the airlock, last to leave the now vacant Explorer.

Baxter looked around for a moment, then caught Peterman’s eye.

“After you, sir,” Peterman said, inclining her head for Baxter.

“No, after you,” Baxter grinned, and Peterman took his hand, leading him out and through the airlock.

A team of engineers was waiting at the other end, and filed in as the Explorer group headed out into McKinley’s docking hub.

“Look at her,” one engineer said, catching a side view of the Galaxy-class starship through a nearby viewport. He studied its battered hull, which was badly dented and pocked with scorch marks. “We’re really supposed to fix that wreck in a couple of weeks?”

“You will fix that beautiful ship better than new, if you know what’s good for you,” Hartley snapped, fixing the engineers with a glare. “I’ll be back later to check on your progress. Don’t disappoint me!”

Baxter looked around at his officers as crowds milled through the busy McKinley station. “Guess we split up now,” he said. “Permission to disembark, folks.’

“Yup,” Browning said, hugging Plato close.

“Won’t be long until we’re together again,” Richards said, and gave J’hana a long look. “One way or another.”

“Right,” Baxter said. “Well, then…”

“Hey there, mister…um mister Captain…” A hand tugged on his sleeve.

“Yeah?” Baxter looked down at the kid, no more than ten, who held a toy ship in his hands. He was thin, slight of build, with a mop of tousled brown hair. His ship was a Constitution-class, by the looks of it.

“You’re from that ship?” he asked, pointing at the docked vessel.

Baxter smiled, looking at Peterman and the others, then knelt to face the kid. “Yup.”

“What ship is it?”

“Explorer,” Baxter said, and noticed the kid’s blank expression. “Ever heard of her?”

The kid shrugged. “Nope.”

Baxter patted the child on the shoulder and rose up. “Give us time.”

And with that, Baxter took Peterman’s hand, and the group fanned out, going their separate ways. In time, they would be back, he knew.

These were the voyages of the Starship Explorer.

And they weren’t quite finished yet.



THE END.


EPUB/media/tvlogo8.jpg
Year €ight
by
Anthony DButler





