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Introduction

Introduction



Like another series with “Files” in the title, The Traks Files follows two government agents who investigate unusual occurrences, only Agents Dallas and Batyn are in the 24th Century Federation and working for Star Fleet Intelligence. Also like that other “Files” series, this mini-series had a mix of one-shot stories and stories dealing with a larger storyline. Unlike that other “Files” series, though, The Traks Files’ larger storyline had an actual ending. This storyline was part of the even larger Next Federation Arc, which ran between Star Traks: The Original Series and The Traks Files, pulling in characters from Star Traks: Waystation and Star Traks: The Vexed Generation in the process.

But here now, gathered for your eBook reading enjoyment, is the complete mini-series of “Star Traks: The Traks Files.”




1 - The Cruelest Cut

STAR TRAKS: THE TRAKS FILES

“The Cruelest Cut”

by

Alan Decker



STARDATE 51337.8

TELLAR VII ECHUVAK SPACEPORT



The light from her wrist beacon was the only thing penetrating the darkness as Samantha Dallas moved stealthily through the massive cargo bay on one of the lower levels of the Tellarite spacedock. She shone the light on a cargo container and read the ID number, then matched it up with the manifest on the padd she pulled out of the small supply pack on her back.

ORION EXPRESS

Most likely it contained some kind of contraband being smuggled by the Orion Syndicate, but that wasn’t really Dallas’ concern at the moment. She moved on to the next stack of crates and check a random crate’s ID number.

THE CRAZY CONDOR CIRCUS

“Bingo,” Dallas said softly. She unlatched the crate, swung open the lid, and aimed her wrist beacon inside, revealing several segments of plasma conduit.

“If you want to see the circus, you should wait for an actual performance,” a gruff, female voice said from behind Dallas. Dallas swung around, her wrist light shining directly onto a massive, curly beard. She cursed to herself. It was Matilda, the Waltzing, Weightlifting Bearded Lady of The Crazy Condor Circus. The hulking, muscular and follicly-prolific woman could probably snap Dallas in half without breaking a sweat.

The smart thing to do here would be to apologize profusely, make up some story about being lost, and run like hell. Dallas, however, decided that getting answers was a little more important than saving her skin.

“And just what kind of performance needs an entire crate of Starfleet issue plasma conduit?”

Matilda cracked her knuckles. “How about a private show?” Dallas barely managed to duck out of the way as Matilda swung. Dallas popped back up, and, after a lightning-quick consideration of Matilda’s possible weak points, she grabbed onto the bigger woman’s beard and yanked.

Matilda screamed and doubled over, clenching her pained chin, as Dallas hurdled her and sprinted down the aisle of crates. Suddenly, banks of lights switched on one by one as voices filled the room.

“She’s here!” Matilda cried, her voice pained.

“Fifis, sic her!” a man with a thick French accent commanded. A cacophony of high pitched barks sped toward Dallas’ position. An instant later, a half dozen perfectly quaffed French poodles, complete with puffy tails and bows in their fur, rounding the corner down the aisle in which Dallas was hiding. Great. It was Claude, the dog trainer, and he’d brought in the Fifi Brigade.

Spotting Dallas, the poodles circled her, each hopping on its hind legs and yipping excitedly. Dallas made a move to get out of the circle, but was met by a chorus of growls as each poodle bared a set of tiny sharp teeth. She jumped back, looking for another way out as she heard human voices getting closer.

Ding! An idea burst into her head. Dallas snatched the supply pack off of her back and reached inside, pulling out a handful of spherical impact grenades. “Stay,” she said firmly as she approached a poodle and placed a grenade on its snout. The dog bounced in a circle, keeping the device perfectly positioned on its nose.

“Good doggy,” Dallas soothed. She quickly moved to the other dogs, placing grenades on each of their noses. Once the circle was complete, the poodles started tossing the spheres to each other, catching each gingerly with their snouts. It was impressive, really, but Dallas wasn’t about to stick around to watch. She leapt over one of the poodles and scrambled up a stack of crates just as Matilda, Claude, and three of the Flying T’Falls rounded the corner.

“Where did she go?” Matilda demanded.

“Never mind her,” Claude said. “What has she given to my darlings?”

“Those would be grenades,” Dallas called from atop her stack of crates, tossing her padd idly from hand to hand. “I wouldn’t do anything to startle them if I were you. Particularly like this…” She let the padd fall, leaping over the adjoining aisle to the top of another stack of crates as the padd fell. Several yips and booms later, Dallas dropped to the floor and raced toward the exit.

Before she reached the end of the aisle, two brown bears in tutus stepped into view, blocking her escape route. Somewhere in the distance, music started to play. The bears immediately reared up on their hind legs, grasped each others paws, and advanced on Dallas in time to the beat of the music.

Tango, Dallas observed.

Fortunately, it was a fairly slow one, giving Dallas plenty of time to turn and run in the opposite direction. Reaching the main aisle, Dallas turned left and skidded to a halt just before running into a very crispy looking Matilda and friends.

“You have boomed my darlings!” Claude cried, spotting Dallas.

“What? You don’t like Fifi Flambe’?” Dallas called back as she took off the other way, narrowly missing a swipe from the tangoing bears who had finished their promenade down the other aisle. Before the bears could get another swing in, Dallas dove to the ground, rolled past them, sprang to her feet, and ran as hard as she could down the aisle toward the exit.

Leaving the circus freaks behind, Dallas charged out the doors of the cargo bay and right into the waiting arms of a squad of Starfleet security officers.

“You’ll need to come with us, ma’am,” the lead lieutenant, an overly-starched Rigelian, said.

“Starfleet Intel,” Dallas said, whipping a small silver case out of her pack and sliding it open to reveal her ID card.

“We know who you are Agent Dallas,” the lieutenant replied. “As I said, you need to come with us.”

“But they’re in there!” Dallas protested, pointing at the doors.

“Now, if you please,” the Rigelian insisted, his right hand resting on his phaser. His left hand held a set of binders. “Or even if you don’t please.”

Dallas took one last look at the cargo bay behind her, then allowed the security officers to lead her away.



Two days later, Agent Dallas shifted uncomfortably as she sat in an office in Starfleet Intelligence Headquarters in Moscow on Earth. Outside, a full-fledged blizzard was in progress, blocking the view of the nearby Kremlin. Dallas wasn’t all that concerned about the scenery at that particular moment, though. She was far more worried about when the office’s owner would be arriving and just what he’d have to say to her.

She didn’t have long to wait. A few seconds later, a thickly built Bolian charged into the office. Dallas jumped out of her seat to stand at attention.

“Admiral Gitt,” she said crisply.

“Oh sit down,” the Bolian ordered in irritation as he did the same in the high-backed, faux leather chair across the desk from Dallas. Almost as soon as Dallas’ butt returned to her seat, Gitt laid into her.

“What the hell were you doing there?” Gitt demanded.

“That circus seemed suspicious. And I was right. They had a whole crate of plasma conduit!”

“Did it ever occur to you that they might use that conduit to repair their ships?”

“It was Starfleet issue conduit, sir,” Dallas added.

“That still doesn’t explain what you were doing there. You were supposed to be on Alpha Centauri protecting the Lilanni Ambassador!”

“Did he get assassinated?”

“No,” Gitt admitted.

“Then no harm done. Look, the Ambassador wanted to go to the circus, so we went. While we were there, I saw two clowns spill a crate they were carrying to their ship, and it was full of what looked like Starfleet console components, which a circus should not have in its possession.”

“You’re starting to sound like a damn Inventory Officer.”

Dallas’ eyes narrowed. “That was uncalled for, sir.”

“Go on, Dallas.”

“I decided to follow the Crazy Condor Circus to its next stop on Tellar…”

“Ditching the Ambassador in the process,” Gitt interjected.

“…where I was able to find another crate of Starfleet property before I was discovered.”

“You blew up an entire troupe of trained poodles! Do you think we have the insurance to replace that kind of thing?”

“The dogs were a threat. I had to do something.”

Gitt leaned over his desk toward Dallas. “That’s it. You’re on suspension until we figure out what to do with you.”

Dallas stood up angrily. “You aren’t even going to look into that circus, are you?” she demanded.

“That’s not your concern,” Gitt said. “You’re excused, Agent.”

“I’m going to get to the bottom of this, Gitt,” Dallas promised as she stormed toward the door. “If there’s a mystery out there, I’M going to solve it.” She exited the office, leaving Gitt to bang his head against his desk a couple of times before he activated his comm system.

“Admiral Sulu’s office,” the image of Lieutenant Radley, Hitori Sulu’s administrative assistant said.

“Is he in?”

“Yes, Admiral. How would you like to be put through?”

“B Channel.”

“Passcode.”

“Flock A, Nest 76.”

“Thank you.”

The image soon shifted to show an older Asian man seated behind a massive desk. “Go ahead,” Admiral Hitori Sulu said.

“We have a problem. Samantha Dallas, one of my agents, has been poking around the circus. She refuses to leave a mystery alone. I wanted to inform you before I had her removed from service.”

Sulu was quiet for a moment, steepling his fingers as he thought. “No,” he said finally.

“No? Admiral, she’s a threat to the whole project,” Gitt protested.

“She could be more of one on the outside,” Sulu said. “She could talk to the press, which would lead to even more people looking into the circus.”

“Then what do you want me to do?”

“Hmmm…she said she won’t leave a mystery alone, so give her another mystery. Surely you have some pesky cases around there that are too minor to send your other agents out on. And find her a partner. Someone not as…enthusiastic as your Agent Dallas.”

Gitt smiled. “Now that I think about it, I may have just what we need.”



STARDATE 51130.4

SHERMAN’S PLANET



Etta Herman took a deep breath, which she then let out as a satisfied sigh as she walked out of her front door into the bright sunshine of yet another beautiful day on the coast of the Sherman Sea. Her palm tree-surrounded beach house sat on a pristine strip of white sand only 50 meters from the lapping surf, a location that had made her the envy of many on Sherman’s Planet. But then she was Etta Herman, descendant of one of the original colonists. If anyone deserved such a spot, it was she.

“Morning, Etta,” Maurice Lehrman called, strolling over to Etta as he stepped off of his front porch. Maurice lived next door to Etta, and his family, like hers, had been descended from the original group of colonists to conquer this new world.

“Good morning, Maury,” she replied. “Out for your morning constitutional.”

The sixty-five year old man took a deep breath of his own and tapped his fist on his chest approvingly. “Wouldn’t miss it. May I escort you into town?”

“That would be very nice,” Etta, who was three years Maury’s junior, said with a demure smile. Maury held his elbow out for Etta, who took it, and the pair stepped onto the wooden boardwalk leading toward the seaside village of Sherdonia.

“You look lovely this morning,” Maury said, watching Etta’s shoulder-length gray hair billow behind her.

“Why thank…AHHHH!”

Etta suddenly froze in place, then bent into a sitting position…even though there was nothing to sit on. Crouching awkwardly over a non-existent chair, she began to spin around, slowly at first, then more and more rapidly.

Maury watched in stunned horror as Etta’s hair seemed to rise up of its own accord. It whipped from side to side, then the sound of snipping sent bits of it flying in all directions. The frenzy of movement grew faster and faster as Etta spun, her hair moving this way and that under the control of some unseen force. A snip here, then a spray there, then another snip, spray, snip, curl, set!

And then it was all over.

Etta spun to a stop and collapsed to the boardwalk, her hair in a perfectly coiffed bouffant.

For a moment, Maury contemplated what had just occurred. “I think I liked it better the other way.”



STARDATE 51141.3

EARTH



On the one hand, Samantha Dallas supposed she should have been grateful. They easily could have kicked her out of Intel for good over the whole poodle business. But, as she walked down the corridor of one of the residence decks in the main spacedock orbiting Earth, she didn’t feel all that relieved.

She’d been taken off the circus case (Not that she’d officially been on it in the first place. Or that it was even a case really) and placed on so-called special assignment to deal with “unique possible threats” to the Federation. Crap cases is what Dallas called it. And beyond that, she been given, of all things, a partner.

Dallas stopped in front of the set of temporary quarters Admiral Gitt had ordered her to report to, then rang the chime.

“You’ve got the wrong room,” a slow male voice said wearily.

“Agent Batyn, my name is Samantha Dallas. You should be expecting me,” Dallas called through the door.

The man inside the room took a long time to reply. “You don’t want to talk to me. Just leave me alone.”

“I’d love to,” Dallas snapped testily. “But we’ve got a mission.”

“I don’t want any more missions,” Batyn said.

Dallas clenched her fists. Just who was this guy anyway? She was tempted to just leave without him, not that she was in a real big hurry to leave, though. Compared to a possible conspiracy of thieves smuggling Starfleet components, some old woman getting a spontaneous haircut didn’t seem all that interesting. But the only way she was ever going to have the tools at her disposal to check into the Crazy Condor Circus was to play along with her superiors for now.

“Please open the door,” she said firmly. “Otherwise, I’m coming in.”

She stood at the door, tapping her foot expectantly. “One…two…”

The doors slid open.

“WOAH!” Dallas shouted, jumping back and slamming painfully into the wall behind her. The giant bipedal fish who’d answered the door just stood there, his bulging eyes moving about lazily.

“I knew you’d do that,” Batyn said. “Everyone does.”

Dallas scrambled to regain her composure. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t expecting…”

“A fish?” the six and a half foot tall bluish alien replied. “Everyone wants mammals.”

“I didn’t mean that,” Dallas said. “Aren’t you a…what are you?”

“Antidean,” Batyn replied flatly. “You’ll forget it by tomorrow, though. Everyone does.” He started to walk off down the corridor.

“Hey! Where are you going?”

“Wherever our ship is. We do have one, I suppose.”

“Docking Slip 103,” Dallas said, catching up with Batyn. For a fish, the guy had really long legs. She’d been under the impression that Antideans (who she had heard of. She just had a hard time remembering their species name) kind of shuffled along, but Batyn didn’t seem to have that problem.

Another memory about Antideans filtered up through her consciousness from wherever it’d been dumped during her training. “Um, Batyn, don’t you Antideans go into comas from the stress of space travel?” This could be VERY obnoxious.

“I’ve been on over two hundred ships. Where’s the stress now. It’s all boring and routine. Clear all moorings. Take us out. Plot a course. Enter the system. Standard orbit. Blah blah blah.”

“Okay. I guess that won’t be a problem then,” Dallas said. “It’ll be just the two of us anyway. We have a runabout.”

“Fine,” Batyn said unenthusiastically. “I’ll just beam my bed aboard.”

“Your bed?”

“You can bring whatever you want too,” Batyn replied, then trudged off a little faster down the corridor.

“Don’t you want to know what our mission is?”

“I’m sure I’ll find out…and I probably won’t like it.”



The pieces just didn’t fit, Agent Dallas thought as she stared at the padd containing her “evidence” against the Crazy Condor Circus, her feet propped up on the flight console of the Runabout Pee Dee (It was a stupid name in Dallas’ opinion, but the supply office at Intel Headquarters assured her it was named after a real river on Earth).

Her attention was drawn away from her notes by the alert that beeped from the console. They were approaching Sherman’s Planet. Dallas reached forward to comm Batyn, who was asleep in one of the small rooms at the back of the runabout, but curiosity got the better of her at the last second. Just what was so great about this bed that Batyn needed to bring it along.

She programmed the runabout to enter a standard orbit above the planet, then, just to prove Batyn wrong, made it an unstandard orbit and slipped out of her chair and moved quietly to the back of the craft. After listening against Batyn’s door and not hearing anything, Dallas opened it and stepped inside.

The room was filled with a deep blue glow, coming from some sort of long light source extended for several feet horizontally above what Dallas assumed was Batyn’s bed. Moving closer, she saw that the bed itself was surrounded by a black drape. Sliding closer, Dallas picked up the edge of the drape, peered underneath, and found herself staring at a hideous, white mass.

“AHHH!” Dallas toppled backwards, taking the drape with her, and fell against a large pile of some kind of flaky substance. She rolled off of it and took another look at the thing that had been covered by the drape. It was a tank, a transparent tank filled with bubbling water. Inside, Batyn lay, sans uniform, his already large eyes magnified by the refraction of the glass.

“You sat in my dinner,” he said blandly, his voice gurgling through the water as his hands idly fidgeting with a plastic castle nestled in the colored pebbles covering the bottom of the tank.

“Sorry,” Dallas replied sheepishly as she got to her feet. “We’re here.”

“Where else would we be?”

“I mean we’re at Sherman’s Planet.”

Batyn’s massive, scale-covered hands gripped the edge of the tank as he pulled himself to a standing position. “I suppose you’re going to want to beam down now.” Before Dallas could reply, he swung his legs out of the tank and left the room, headed toward the runabout’s bathroom.



“Oh thank you for coming,” Edward Sherman, the mayor of Sherdonia, exclaimed, rushing forward to shake Dallas and Batyn’s hands as they were ushered into his office. Dallas was immediately taken with the view out of the picture windows overlooking the coastline. “You have no idea what a stir this has caused in our quiet little town.”

“I’m Agent Dallas. This is Agent Batyn,” Dallas said. “I promise we’re going to do our best to clear up this phantom hairdresser thing.”

“We’re here about a hairdresser?” Batyn asked, a hint of annoyance almost poking through his placidity.

“Oh yes,” Sherman said. “There have been seven attacks in the last week. Sherdonia is the home of several of Sherman’s Planet’s first families, but even they are not safe. My grandfather, Howard Sherman himself, was given a buzz cut just yesterday. Our populace is afraid to leave the house. We live in fear, Agent Batyn.”

“Maybe you should move.”

Mayor Sherman looked positively aghast. “He’s kidding, Mister Mayor,” Dallas said quickly. “Can we see one of the attack sites?”

“Of course, Agent Dallas,” the Mayor replied. “The Vice-Mayor will take you personally.”

“Thank you, Mister Mayor,” Dallas said with a nod.



“What the hell was that?” Dallas whispered harshly as she and Batyn were lead out of City Hall by the vice-mayor, Carol Herman.

“What do you mean?” Batyn replied disinterestedly.

“That crack about moving.”

“Crack? It seemed like a good way to avoid the problem.”

“They don’t want to avoid the problem; they want it gone. You can’t spent your whole life just avoiding things you don’t like.”

“It’s worked well for me so far.”

“This is the place,” Vice-Mayor Herman said, gesturing to a patch of sidewalk alongside the town’s main thoroughfare. “Debbie Kerrman ended up with a beehive when it was all over.”

“Beehive? Yikes,” Dallas said, looking over the spot. Nothing seemed at all unusual about it. Basically, it was just a hunk of sidewalk. She glanced around at the many storefronts lining the street, which was active with foot and hovercar traffic. “And no one saw anything?”

“Just Mrs. Kerrman being lifted into the air and spun around. When it was all over, she had a beehive.”

“Thank you, Vice-Mayor. My partner and I can take it from here. We’ll let you get back to work.”

“All right then. I’ll be in my office if you need me.” Vice-Mayor Herman looked nervously in both directions, then practically sprinted back to her office.

“Are you carrying a tricorder, Batyn?” Dallas asked.

“Scanning and analysis are part of my job description,” Batyn replied sadly as he retrieved a tricorder from the pocket of his coat (One of the perks of working for Starfleet Intel was the ability to wear civilian clothes instead of those uniforms, which has a tendency to be snug in the wrong places). “What am I looking for?”

“Ectoplasmic residue,” Dallas said.

Batyn looked up at her with his bulging eyes. “Funny. My tricorder doesn’t have a setting for ‘ghost.’”

“Do you have any better ideas?”

“No, but I don’t think it’s possible to have any worse ones.”

“So you don’t have any ideas at all, huh?” Dallas said.

“Go home. Watch holovision.”

“Ideas related to the case,” Dallas said. She threw her hands up in frustration. “Fine! I’m going to get to the bottom of this. You can go throw yourself in the ocean for all I care.”

She stormed off down the street, leaving Batyn alone. Swimming, as Dallas had suggested, seemed like too much work, so he ambled down the street behind her. She stopped in her tracks a few moments later, looking back and forth across the street at two shops in particular.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Hair salons,” Dallas replied, all traces of her anger from a few moments ago gone. “Two of them.”

Batyn looked in through the window of the nearest salon. The place was packed. Every chair was filled, and several more people waited for their turn. “All of their stylists seem to be visible,” Batyn said.

“Of course they are. None of them are dead!” Dallas snapped, turning on her heel and heading across the street.

The stylist in the next salon wasn’t dead either, but his shop sure was. As soon as the bell dinged, announcing Dallas and Batyn’s entry into the salon, he came rushing out of the back, an eager smile plastered across his face.

“Good afternoon! Franklin Grange, stylist-extraordinaire at your service. What can I do for you this fine day?”

“We’d like to ask you a few questions, Mister Grange,” Dallas said.

“She’d like to ask you a few questions,” Batyn clarified.

“About your hair?” Grange said, walking around Dallas and examining her straight dark brown locks which stretched about a third of the way down her back. He then gave Batyn a cursory glance. “You I cannot help.”

“What a pity,” Batyn said, planting himself in one of the many vacant chairs as he waited for Dallas to ask whatever it was she wanted to ask.

“I’m not here for a haircut, Mister Grange,” Dallas said. The stylist instantly deflated. “We’re here about the recent assaults in town.”

“What could some crime possibly have to do with me?” Grange asked.

“I noticed your last name is a bit unusual for this area. Have you been here long?”

“Almost three years,” Grange replied with more than a hint of bitterness. “But they refuse to accept me. To these snobs, I will always be that new guy! Instead, they go to that hack Fleurman across the street. Bah!”

“Did Fleurman have any other competition before you arrived?” Dallas asked.

Grange’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

“Was there ever another stylist in town? Perhaps one who is…no longer with us.”

“She means dead,” Batyn said.

“Ah…I see.” Grange was quiet for a moment, then a strange look crossed his face. “Now that you mention it, this used to be a salon before I arrived as well. From what I was told, the previous occupant also had trouble attracting customers. Supposedly, he was so overwrought that he slit his wrists with his own sheers then drowned in a vat of sterilizing fluid while baking himself under a hair dryer. Tragic really.”

“What was his name?” Dallas asked eagerly.

“Who?”

“The dead stylist.”

“Oh! It was…Berman. Treckle Berman.”

“Treckle?” Batyn said disbelievingly.

“You think I’m making this up?” Grange said defensively.

“Of course not,” Dallas interjected. “You’ve been very helpful. Come on, Batyn.”

Batyn pushed himself to his feet and strolled out the door after an energized Agent Dallas.

“You see!” she said once they were out on the sidewalk. “I was right! It is a ghost.”

“Oh the proof is overwhelming,” Batyn replied monotonely.

“Don’t patronize me, Batyn.”

“Very well. What do you suggest we do about this ghost then?”

“We’re going to have to send it away. Maybe we can appease it somehow. Don’t most ghosts hang around because of some unfinished business in life?”

“No, most ghosts don’t exist because they’re supernatural clap-trap,” Batyn replied as he and Dallas headed down the sidewalk.

“You aren’t…HEY!” Dallas cried as she suddenly was stopped dead in her tracks then was suddenly bent into a sitting position by some unseen force. Batyn noted with complete and utter detachment that this was exactly what the other “victims” had described as Dallas began spinning around, her hair being moved, snipped, and otherwise manipulated.

“Batyn, do something!” Dallas shouted.

“Would you like more tricorder readings? Maybe I can find that ghost setting after all?”

It was actually fortunate that Dallas couldn’t move because right then she wouldn’t have known who to go after first: Batyn or the ghost. Suddenly, she was spinning faster and faster until finally the forces holding her let go, and she went sailing through the air smack into the transparent aluminum window of a nearby restaurant. Several surprised patrons watched Dallas slide painfully down the glass to the ground, then returned unconcerned to their lunch conversations.

“Unnnh,” Dallas moaned as Batyn scanned her with his tricorder.

“At least you haven’t broken any bones,” he offered. “But…”

“But what?” she gasped weakly, fearing the worst.

“You’ve been permed.”



Dallas’s hands reached up and grabbed her now short, curly hair. “NO!!!!!”



“Investigation Log. Stardate 51345.6. After the attack on my person…well, my hair really, I’ve decided that Batyn and I need to gather more information. I’ve sent Batyn to the Sherdonia cemetery to see if he can found out anything else about our dead stylist. Meanwhile, I’ve returned to the runabout to check with an information source of my own.”



“Wally! How’re you doing?” Dallas said warmly.

“Not again,” the annoyed voice on the other end of the commline said. “I thought I told you not to just up and comm me anymore.”

“I’m sorry, Wally, but I need some info.”

“Then go to the damn library. I’m busy here!”

“Doing what?” Dallas demanded.

The line was silent for a moment. “Um…er…STUFF!”

“Sure. Just give me a hand here, pal. The sooner you do, the sooner I let you get back to your ‘stuff.’”

“All right, dammit. You kids just need to learn to leave the elderly in peace. Now what do you want?” Wally demanded.

“How do I get rid of a ghost? Is there a ceremony? Or maybe some scientific way?”

“Give me a break!”

“I’m serious, Wally!” Dallas pleaded. “You’ve got to help me here. There’s a phantom hair stylist rampaging across Sherman’s Planet!”

“Tell everyone to shave their heads. End of problem.”

“You sound like Batyn.”

“Who the hell’s Batyn?”

“My new partner.”

“HA! So they finally saddled the wild Sam Dallas. About time.”

“Can it, Wally. What about the ghost thing?”

“Unless you want to try a seance, I’ve got nothing,” Wally replied.

“Damn. Thanks for looking into anyway, Wally.”

“You’re welcome, but no more unscheduled comms!” Wally cut the phone line abruptly, just as Dallas’ wrist communicator chirped.

“Dallas here,” she said after activating the device.

“It’s Batyn. You should come down here.”

“To the cemetery?”

“That is the here you sent me to,” the Antidean replied.

“I’ll be right down.”



Dallas materialized a few moments later on top of a high bluff overlooking the sea. It was really a spectacular view…except for the gravemarkers scattered everywhere.

“A tomb with a view,” Batyn said placidly. “What a waste for a bunch of dead people.”

“Have you considered therapy?” Dallas snapped.

“I thought this assignment was supposed to be my therapy,” Batyn replied. “Get me back on the horse, not that many fish ride horses…and no sea horse cracks,” Batyn added just before Dallas managed to get the words out.

“Fine. What did you want to show me?”

“Look around,” Batyn said, taking in the cemetery with the gesture.

“What about it?”

“We have Shermans and Derrmans and Kerrmans and Lehrmans and on and on and on, but not one single Berman.”

“So where is he?” Dallas asked.

“That’s the really interesting part,” Batyn said in a voice that implied that he really didn’t find anything at all interesting, especially the lack of a grave for a dead stylist. “According to the custodian of this place, Mister Berman doesn’t exist.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Allow me to clarify,” Batyn said with a tired sigh. “No one named Berman has ever lived in Sherdonia. He’s got the death records to prove it.”

“Then how can he be a ghost if he never existed?” Dallas asked confused.

Batyn’s eyes bulged a bit more than usual as he straightened to his full height. “There is no…woah boy.” In a blur of motion, Batyn was suddenly bent into a sitting position. “Of course this would happen to me. And I don’t have any hair.”

“Hold on, Batyn!” Dallas cried, latching onto Batyn just as he started to spin around. She was quickly pulled off of her feet by the force of the…force that was spinning Batyn.

“My head is getting wet,” Batyn complained. And then it was all over. The two agents slowly spun to a halt and fell down into the soft grass of the cemetery.

“Hmmm…I get a haircut, but you get wet. I wonder if there’s a pattern here,” Dallas said.

“I don’t think…”

“AHHH!” Dallas shouted suddenly, jumping back from Batyn.

“What’s wrong with you?”

Dallas pointed at Batyn’s head in horror. “You’re…you’re sprouting!”

“Now you’re just being mean,” Batyn said, moving his big, bluish hand to his head. His fingers brushed against something stubbly…actually a lot of somethings. He plucked one out of his head and brought it in front of his eyes. Between his fingers he held a small, shiny black hair. “How in the great wide ocean?”

Dallas didn’t respond. Batyn was about to say something to her but stopped as soon as he saw her face. She was gazing off into the distance, lost in thought, as a small grin slowly spread across her face.

“I’m glad you’re amused,” Batyn said finally. “I’ll remember that next time something happens to you.”

“It’s not that,” Dallas said. “Well, actually it is that, but not in the way that you think. I was thinking about it in a totally different way all together.”

“And when you can explain that in the language of normal people, let me know.”

“Come on. We need to gather a little bit more information.”



Batyn wasn’t all that surprised that he and Dallas ended up back at Franklin Grange’s salon. After all, he’d given them the bogus info about the dead stylist, but considering this town’s attitude toward Grange, Batyn guessed someone told Grange the story just to scare him off.

“You two again. How nice,” Grange said unconvincingly as Dallas and Batyn entered the salon. He looked at Dallas more closely. “You’ve changed your hair since this morning.”

“It was changed for me, actually,” Dallas replied. “And my partner was just assaulted at the cemetery.”

“The cemetery! I should have thought to look for you there,” Grange said. “I tried finding you a little while ago when I realized I gave you the wrong name. Treckle Berman is a singer in Sheradelia. I don’t know who I got that confused.”

“Maybe because the dead stylist didn’t really exist,” Dallas said.

“Excuse me?” Grange asked shocked.

Batyn stepped in. “My guess is that you’re the victim of a mean joke, Mister Grange. The residents here most likely told you that story in hopes of scaring you away.”

Dallas stared at Batyn. “Where the hell did you get that?”

“I thought it was obvious.”

“No! Grange is the ghost!”

“Now you’re just being silly,” Batyn said. “Look at him. He’s just a guy who cuts hair. He’s a nobody. He just stands there, holding his combs, now he’s putting his hands into his smock, and now he’s…pulling a disrupter. Oh.”

“How did you figure it out?” Grange said, holding a small disrupter pistol on Dallas.

“The hair tonic,” Dallas replied. “It grew hair on a fish. We humans haven’t even managed to cure baldness in our own species, much less give follicles to a flounder. And then there was the hair itself.”

“So you know what I am.”

“Yes.”

“Then what is he?” Batyn demanded with more emotion than Dallas had ever seen out of him.

“A Romulan,” Dallas replied.

“WHAT?” Batyn said.

“Have you ever seen a bald Romulan?”

“Well no…”

“And don’t they all have nice shiny black hair?”

“Well yeah…”

“I rest my case,” Dallas said, crossing her arms with a humph.

“Don’t tell me she’s right,” Batyn said to Grange.

“Subcommander Frantik, late of the Tal Shiar,” Grange said with a bow.

“The Tal Shiar here?” Batyn said confused. “There’s nothing strategically important on Sherman’s Planet.”

“That’s the one part I couldn’t figure out,” Dallas said. “Why are you here?”

“To cut hair,” Grange/Frantik said. “I decided a few years ago that I didn’t want to be a cloak-and-dagger man anymore; I wanted to cut hair, so I ‘disappeared’ during an assignment in Federation space and set up shop here.”

“But couldn’t you have cut hair on Romulus?” Dallas asked.

“Have you ever seen a Romulan with anything other than straight hair and that damn bowl cut? How boring! I wanted to create hairdos with some style! But then the cretins on this planet rejected me out of hand. If I hadn’t been so worried about being tracked down by my former colleagues, I would have let two years ago. I’d bet Deep Space Nine needs a good stylist.”

“So your frustration led to the ghost,” Dallas said.

“I just wanted to cut hair!” Grange/Frantik cried. “Any hair would do. I had a personal cloak and a force field manipulator from my former line of work. I never expected to have to use them again, but the Sherdonians forced me. They forced me!”

“Just calm down,” Dallas said soothingly. “Everything’s going to be fine. I’m not sure exactly, but I’d bet forced haircutting falls way down on the list of assault charges.”

“But then there will be questions…and the answers will come out as soon as anyone scans me! I don’t want to go back!” To emphasize his point, Grange/Frantik shook his disrupter menacingly at Dallas. Sensing that Frantik was distracted, Batyn took the opportunity to go sit down in a salon chair.

“What are you doing?” Grange/Frantik demanded.

“My feet were getting tired,” Batyn replied with a shrug. All of a sudden, Grange/Frantik was knocked violently backwards as Dallas’ body slammed into his. The two grappled for the disrupter, thrashing back and forth across the floor. To help out, Batyn lifted his feet so they wouldn’t trip.

“You’re…under…arrest,” Dallas gasped.

“Not…likely,” Grange/Frantik seethed. His hand abruptly pulled away from Dallas and slapped a spot on his hip. And just as abruptly, Dallas found herself grappling with empty air.

“He’s cloaked!” she exclaimed.

“You don’t say,” Batyn said.

Dallas down at her own arms, which now cut off into nothingness just past her wrists. “Hey! I still have him!” Outside, several passersby had stop to watch a handless woman inside the salon dance fling herself around the shop in some kind of bizarre interpretive dance. Inside, the fight was definitely still on.

“Just let me take you in!” Dallas shouted, slamming her knee upwards into the invisible Grange/Frantik, who grunted but not quite in the high-pitched satisfying way Dallas had been hoping for.

“You missed the goods,” he said smugly…and then Dallas could see him…and then she couldn’t. “You broke my cloak!” Grange/Frantik cried and with a sudden burst of anger, tossed Dallas to the floor. A half second later, the door was flung open.

“He’s getting away!” Dallas said, leaping to her feet and chasing after the fleeing Romulan. Outside, there was no sign of him. But then she saw a flash of a person running, then he was gone again. Dallas took off in pursuit, shoving her way through stunned onlookers as up ahead Grange/Frantik blinked in and out of visibility. Running past a corner grocery, Dallas grabbed two tomatoes off of an outside display, shouting a promise to come back and pay for them as she did so.

“I think you might be gaining on him,” Batyn’s voice suddenly said from beside her. She glanced over and saw that he was alongside her, riding in the back of a hovercab. “But would you like us to try to slow him down?”

“That…would be…very nice,” Dallas panted.

“Onward, driver,” Batyn said. The hovercab darted ahead, then swerved onto the sidewalk just ahead of Grange/Frantik as he blipped into visibility again. He was forced to slow down and change course to avoid the cab, an action that gave Dallas just enough time to wing both tomatoes at him in quick succession. The first squished into the back of Grange/Frantik’s head just before he cloaked again. The second sailed through the open window of the hovercab’s backseat and splattered against Batyn.

“Oops,” Dallas said with a smile as she ran by. As Dallas expected, the tomato residue was hidden by Grange/Frantik’s cloak. However, the excess juice was dripping off of the Romulan, leaving a clear trail for Dallas to follow. With a burst of speed, Dallas caught up to the drips and lunged forward, wrapping her arms around the unseen legs of Grange/Frantik. The invisible man fell to the street, then immediately became visible as the personal cloak smashed from the impact.

Before Grange/Frantik could scramble away, Dallas shot her hand into her inside jacket pocket and pulled out her hand phaser. “As I said earlier, you’re under arrest.”

“Just press the button and kill me now. It will be a lot less painful that what my own people will do to me,” Grange/Frantik said sadly as the hovercab pulled up and Batyn stepped out.

“A just end for a mad hair stylist,” Batyn said unconvincingly.

“What else are we supposed to do with him?” Dallas said. “I can’t just leave him here. He’s liable to do this again.”

“I’m not saying a word,” Batyn replied.

“No, but you’re giving me a look.”

“It’s not a look.”

“All right! I’ll think of something! Just leave me alone!”



“Investigation Log. Stardate 51350.3. After several days of investigation and no new attacks on the residents of Sherdonia, Agent Batyn and I have concluded that there is nothing unusual on Sherman’s Planet. Several townsfolk may report seeing me chasing an invisible man down the street, but that’s not quite what happened. I thought it was a ghost, but it wasn’t. Nothing at all really happened. End of log. Case closed.”



“Personal Log. Stardate 51340.3. I have just filed my first completely fabricated Investigation Log with Starfleet Intel, but, considering the state of my career at the moment, I’m not all that concerned about it. As long as headquarters doesn’t check to see if Batyn and I were really on Sherman’s Planet for the whole week, we’ll be fine. Instead, I pulled a few strings and found a new home for Frantik, a home that I hope he’ll find much more fulfilling.”



Dallas leaned forward and switched off the log recorder as she piloted the Runabout Pee Dee towards Earth.

“Don’t think that just because I helped Frantik out that you get to be my conscience or anything,” she said to Batyn, who was lounging in the seat beside her. “I’m quite capable of deciding who should live or die without your help.”

“The poodles certainly prove that,” Batyn replied languidly.

Dallas choked for a second. “How did you know about that?”

“We do work for Starfleet Intelligence.”

“Well, they had it coming. And so will you if you keep it up…even though I have to thank you for the distraction.”

“What distraction?” Batyn asked confused.

“In the salon when you sat down. That was a clever move.”

“Clever? My feet hurt.”

“So that wasn’t supposed to be a distraction?”

“No.”

Dallas just glared at him.

“What?” Batyn said.

“I don’t want to talk to you right now.”

“Why?”

“Just shut up, gill-boy.”



STARDATE 52044.7

DEEP SPACE NINE



Kira Nerys strolled through the promenade with a smile stretching across her face so broadly that she was almost sure her face was going to freeze in place grinning. What could she say? She couldn’t help it.

Despite the war with the Dominion. Despite Captain Sisko’s continued absence as he stayed on Earth to deal with Dax’s death and the loss of contact with the Prophets. Despite it all, something joyous had happened to Kira.

She stepped through the doors of a particular shop on the Promenade, an establishment she’d been curious to visit but hadn’t really had reason to until today: the new hair salon. Inside, the place was surprisingly empty (Usually, from what Kira had seen walking by on other days, there was a line almost out the door), except for, to Kira’s equal surprise, Garak, who was seated in a salon chair while a human male stood behind him with a mirror.

“We seem to have finished just in time,” Garak said, giving Kira that insanely annoying smile that always seemed to suggest he was up to something.

“Good afternoon!” the stylist said, giving Kira a much more welcoming smile. “Franklin Grange, stylist-extraordinaire at your service. What can I do for you this fine day?”

Kira ran a hand through her hair. “I’d like something…different.”

“Why Major,” Garak said, getting out of the chair. “You’re absolutely beaming. Has something happened? The war didn’t end while I was getting my hair cut, did it?”

“Not quite,” Kira said, taking the seat Garak just vacated. Her smile spread just a bit wider. “But it’s Colonel now.”

“Congratulations. It’s well deserved.”

“I know. And I wanted to do something for myself to celebrate.”

“Fran will take good care of you, I’m sure,” Garak said. “Good day to you both.” With a quick bow of his head, he exited the shop.

“You two seem to have hit it off,” Kira said to Grange once the shop doors closed.

“We’re in similar lines of work,” Grange replied as he began to snip.
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STARDATE 51423.5

SUBSPACE RELAY STATION 208



Lieutenant Cynthia Sweeney’s eyes took a few seconds to adjust to the darkness as the turbolift doors opened and she stepped out onto Deck Six of the small space station floating in a desolate section of space along the border of the Alpha and Beta quadrants.

Gradually, she was able to make out the soft glow of the banks of consoles and monitors that formed the heart of the station’s subspace relay system, a system that was responsible for receiving, boosting, then sending out again the hundreds of thousands of subspace messages zipping across the Federation.

At the center of all of these computers, leaning back casually in his chair, headphones on as he strummed on a steel guitar, sat Lieutenant Mickey Caveccio, the self-described “Lord of Subspace.”

Sweeney slowly moved over to him, carefully watching out for any possible obstacles on the dim floor that she just couldn’t make out yet. She tapped Caveccio on the shoulder, drawing a glance and a smile from him as he finished up the last few notes of his song. Finally, he set the guitar aside gently and pulled off his headphones.

“Uh oh. Here’s trouble,” Caveccio said with a grin.

“You know it, honey,” Sweeney said. “I’ve come to make your life miserable.”

“No more so than Starfleet does on a daily basis, I’m sure. Let me hear it.”

“Paula’s finished the latest test. We need to increase the load on the new relay system for the next run. Can you switch over all of Starbase 219’s traffic as well?”

“We do have that technology,” Caveccio replied, sliding his chair over to a nearby console and pulling up a screen of what to Sweeney seemed to be complete and utter gibberish. Caveccio was one of those true tech-heads who preferred to work with raw code rather than the nice, slick interfaces provided by most Federation computer systems. “Let’s see if the darned thing can…”

And then right before Sweeney’s eyes, Caveccio blipped out of existence.



STARDATE 51428.4

RUNABOUT PEE DEE APPROACHING BETA QUADRANT



“Well isn’t this the dark end of the reef?” Starfleet Intel Agent Batyn muttered unhappily as his bulging eyes looked out of the runabout’s front viewport.

The runabout’s pilot, Agent Samantha Dallas turned on her partner, ready to slam him for the remark, but then stopped, her face screwing up into a look of puzzlement as she realized she had no clue what Batyn just said.

“It’s a fish thing,” Batyn replied. The Antidean’s gills vibrated slightly as he exhaled with a soft sigh.

“What’s it mean?” Dallas asked, still trying to figure out if Batyn’s comment had been an insult aimed at her or not.

“That we’re in the middle of nowhere.”

“If it were somewhere, they wouldn’t need a relay station,” Dallas said, an unspoken “duh” hanging in the air.

“I still don’t see what the big deal is. You’d think the crew of this place would be grateful for a few disappearances. It breaks up the monotony. And it’s not like they stayed missing.”

Dallas glared at her partner. “You’re telling me that if you suddenly vanished, then reappeared a few hours later with no memory of being gone, you wouldn’t want to know what had happened to you?”

“It’s space. Weird stuff happens. No one got hurt, so let it go and move on.”

“For a guy with a science background, you sure seem to be lacking on the whole scientific curiosity thing,” Dallas said.

“Curiosity hooked the fish.”

“I thought it killed the cat.”

“Then it shouldn’t have been playing near the fish,” Batyn said firmly.

Dallas’ brain slammed into a metaphysical brick wall trying to get a handle on that one. Fortunately, the possible on-coming headache was averted by the appearance of Subspace Relay Station 208 at the edge of sensor range.

“There it is,” Dallas said, turning her attention to the helm.

“Tiny,” Batyn said, looking at the small, cylindrical station against the vast starscape beyond. Dallas had to admit that Batyn was right. The place looked so…insignificant. What possible reason could there be for a rash of disappearances and reappearances in a place like this?

“Runabout Pee Dee to Relay Station,” Dallas said after activating the comm system.

“Are you the folks from Starfleet Intel?” a woman’s voice asked in reply.

“Yes, ma’am. Agents Dallas and Batyn.”

“Well, we’re certainly glad Starfleet sent you our way. Beam over and we can…”

The line suddenly went dead.

“Ma’am? Ma’am?” Dallas called, her voice growing louder.

She heard soft voices, then a bit of shuffling on the other end of the line. Finally, a man’s voice broke in. “This is Commander Joxon, station commander. Lieutenant Sweeney seems to have gone missing at the moment, but I’m sure she’ll return shortly. Permission granted for beam over. Joxon out.”

Batyn groaned softly. “Oh, he sounds like lots of fun.”

“You haven’t even met the man.”

“But I know his type. You give him a command, no matter how small, and he’s suddenly the most important person in the cosmos…except for his superiors he’s constantly trying to suck up to.”

“Just give him a chance,” Dallas said.

As it turned out, Batyn didn’t really need to, since he was absolutely right. As soon as Batyn and Dallas beamed into the command deck of the relay station, Joxon, a somewhat short Benzite, was on them in an instant.

“I’m Commander Joxon.”

Dallas took a step forward before Batyn could say anything. “Agent Samantha Dallas. This is my partner, Agent Batyn.”

“Let’s talk in my office,” Joxon said, ushering the agents up a short flight of stairs to a small deck overlooking the main command center. Joxon had put a desk up there as well as a Japanese-style folding screen emblazoned with the Starfleet delta to create the fourth wall for his “office.”

“Please have a seat,” Joxon said, as though giving them permission. Batyn, however, had already planted himself in the nearest chair. Joxon stared at him a moment, as though we wanted to protest. Batyn stared right back, his huge eyes unnerving the commander to the point that he quickly retreated to the security of his own, overstuffed, faux-leather chair.

“Now what I see as our main action item is that we resolve this situation as discretely as possible,” Joxon said. “While I’m grateful that Starfleet sent the two of you out here to look into our little events, the last thing I want is for this station to become known only as a place where people vanish. We do good work here, and I manage good people. Nothing should tarnish that.”

Throughout his speech, Joxon’s breathing had become more and more rapid from the stress of the whole situation. As the mist-emitting breathing apparatus mounted under his face struggled to keep up, his whole head gradually became encased in a small fog bank.

“We will try to disrupt your operations as little as possible,” Dallas assured him.

“Right,” Batyn said. “Keep breathing like that, and you’ll never even know that we’re here.”

“I don’t think this is an appropriate time for humor, Agent Batyn,” Joxon replied.

“Depends on the joke,” Batyn said, rising from his chair as Dallas did the same.

“We’ll keep you informed of our progress,” Dallas said.

“Or lack thereof,” Batyn muttered as he and Dallas headed down the stairs.

To Dallas’ relief, Commander Joxon remained at his desk rather than shadowing every step of the agent’s investigation. Now there was just the little matter of figuring out what the hell was going on. She stood for a few moments in the center of the command deck, just taking in her surroundings. At a console on the far wall near the station’s lone turbolift, an exceptionally thin human woman sat huddled over her readouts.

“So how do we start this dive to the depths of misery?” Batyn asked from beside her, somewhat echoing Dallas’ thoughts…well other than that depths of misery part.

“I think we can safely say that one of two things is going on here,” Dallas replied.

“Oh do tell.”

Dallas continued on, ignoring Batyn’s lack of enthusiasm. “One: a member of the crew is, for reasons unknown, briefly kidnapping and returning his colleagues. Or two: enemy forces have designs on this station for reasons we do not yet understand.”

“How about number three? Space is weird. Get over it.”

“I’m not going to let this get swept under the rug, Batyn. Who cares if this is a god-forsaken vole hole in the ass end of nowhere? I WILL help them!”

“Are you going to be in crusade mode for this whole case? If so, let me know, so I can go back to the ship. There’s only so much zealousness I can handle in an eon.”

“Oh shut up and go scan something,” Dallas snapped, storming off toward the thin woman, a young ensign, seated near the turbolift. Batyn shrugged, pulled his tricorder out of his pocket, then set about scanning Joxon for any sign of higher brain functions.

Dallas, meanwhile, wondered if the ensign she wanted to interview was ever going to look up from her work. Instead, she just typed furiously at her console as though her life depended on it.

“Ma’am?” Dallas ventured finally after breathing heavily, hovering too close, and tapping her foot didn’t work. The woman’s head shot up with a quick jerk, her eyes wide with anxiety.

“Y-y-y-yes?” the ensign stammered.

“Agent Samantha Dallas,” Dallas said, whipping her ID out of her pocket and sliding over its silver case. “I’m here about the disappearances.”

“I-I know.”

“What do you know?” Dallas said, leaning in conspiratorially.

“That you-you’re here about the disappearances.”

“Well that’s no help,” Dallas said, straightening back up. “Who are you, Ensign?”

“P-Paula Willis.”

“And what do you do here?”

“I…I’m doing performance testing on the SRS7. We’re the only station in the galaxy that has one.”

Dallas rolled SRS7 around in her mind for a moment. A military project perhaps? Testing it out here would be the last place the Dominion and their ilk would expect…unless the disappearances meant they’d already found out about it.

“It’s our new subspace relay system,” Willis added.

So much for a secret weapon. But it was still new technology. Perhaps it was such a quantum leap forward that it had military applications Starfleet hadn’t even dreamt of yet.

“It’s not much,” Willis continued. “We can increase transmission speed and capacity by 25%. B-but it’s still important.”

“Of course it is,” Dallas said distracted. She was having a harder time fitting this SRS7 into her enemy infiltration theory. She would have to return to that later. Time to press on for more information. “So how many times have you disappeared?”

“Um…um…I d-d-d-don’t know,” Willis replied nervously. “Maybe three. I guess it could be more.”

“And where did you go?”

“I-I don’t know.”

“How long were you there?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Could you give me a guess?” Dallas asked…but then everything shifted in the blink of an eye. Willis was gone. The command deck lighting had dimmed. Dallas spun around and quickly realized that Batyn and Joxon were gone too. Had the whole station been emptied.

“Dallas to Batyn,” she said urgently, activating her wrist communicator.

No response.

“Dallas to Batyn.”

A low-pitched, gurgling moan burst forth from the communicator. The sound was so disconcerting that Dallas’ first instinct was to rip the communicator off of her wrist, toss it across the room, and vaporize it. Fortunately, a voice took the place of the moaning before she could claw it off.

“So…<snort> <cough> you’re back, eh?” Batyn’s tired voice said over the commline.

“I’m back?” Dallas demanded. “I never left. Where the hell are you?”

“Trying to sleep,” Batyn replied. “It’s 0300 hours.”

“Wait a second,” Dallas said, trying to piece this together. “You’re not missing?”

“Nooooo.”

“So if you didn’t vanish…I VANISHED!”

“Get that woman a scallop.”

“Where’d I go?” Dallas said, practically shouting.

“You tell me.”

“I don’t know!”

“Must not have been too interesting then,” Batyn said, quickly following it up with an audible yawn. “You can tell me not all about it tomorrow. Night.”

“Batyn!”

The commline was already closed. Dallas quickly checked herself over, just to make sure nothing was missing or had been added, then ordered the runabout’s computer to beam her back aboard. After two more scans, one from a tricorder and one by the ship’s internal sensors, just to verify that nothing had been implanted in her, she climbed into bed and drifted off into a fitful sleep.

During the night, she disappeared two more times.



Dallas was back on the station early the next morning ready to take the offensive in this investigation. She had no intention of standing idly by while some unseen maniac swiped her and others off of the relay station.

Batyn, much to Dallas’ surprise, was already on the station when she beamed into the command deck. The Antidean walked over to her just as Ensign Willis scurried by followed by an elderly Tellarite who seemed to be in no hurry.

“What’s going on?” Dallas asked, watching Willis and the Tellarite step through a door out of the command deck.

“In the great tradition of leaders everywhere, Joxon has called a meeting,” Batyn replied.

“Really? I’d actually wanted to have a meeting with everyone myself.”

“Figures.”

A striking human woman walked by, a lieutenant commander according to her pips, and gave Batyn’s upper arm a squeeze. “Morning, honey,” she said with a smile, turning her head in such a way that sent her shoulder-length chestnut hair moving ever-so-gracefully.

“Good morning,” Batyn said, returning the smile (a truly hideous sight if Dallas had ever seen one). A moment later, the woman stepped through the same door Willis and the Tellarite had.

Dallas smirked. “Who was that?”

“Lieutenant Commander Cynthia Sweeney. First officer, security officer, and science officer…if you’d read the personnel report,” Batyn said.

“Uh huh,” Dallas said knowingly.

“What? She likes me.”

“Batyn, just because a woman is nice to you, it doesn’t mean she wants to see your fish stick.”

Batyn glared. “That was uncalled for.” He stalked off into the conference room followed by a chuckling Agent Dallas. Willis, Sweeney, and the Tellarite (who introduced himself as Lieutenant Kresk, station engineer) were already seated around the conference table. Batyn and Dallas sat to join them just as a lanky human with a thick black mustache strode into the room.

“All right. Who called this meeting?” he said jovially. He turned on Dallas and Batyn. “You must be the pair of Starfleet’s finest here to solve our little mystery.”

“Agent Samantha Dallas,” Dallas said, shaking his hand. “This is Agent Batyn.”

“Undeniably,” the man replied, then headed to his seat.

“And you are?” Dallas asked.

“Lieutenant Caveccio,” Sweeney said. “He keeps the subspace relay system running around here.”

“That would be a true statement,” Caveccio said, leaning back in his chair just as Commander Joxon entered the room.

“Morning, troops,” Joxon said in a feeble attempt at light- heartedness. “How is everyone?”

“Lousy,” Kresk said. “I vanished for three hours this morning. This damn well better not push back my retirement date. I was on duty.”

“I’ll have to look into it,” Joxon said. “I’m not sure if unexplained disappearances fall under the union rules regarding alien abductions and other spatial anomalies. We may not be able to count your time missing toward your time in service.”

Kresk muttered a bit under his breath while Joxon moved on with the meeting.

“So other than that, how is everyone this morning?” After asking the question, he immediately started studying the notes on the padd he brought in with him. Obviously he wasn’t real concerned about the answer…not that anyone was providing one.

“Good good,” Joxon continued obliviously. “All right. First order of business, Agent Dallas…”

“Yes?” Dallas.

“Why haven’t these disappearances stopped yet?”

“We just started our investigation,” Dallas replied irritated. “I spent most of yesterday vanished myself!”

“When can I expect this wrapped up?”

“I have no idea!”

“I’m going to need something firmer than that. Have a work plan on my desk by lunch time. Ensign Willis…”

“Go to hell!” Dallas snapped. Joxon’s eyes suddenly bugged out of his head almost as much as Batyn’s did on a regular basis. He coughed several times, sending puffs of mist out over the table.

“Um…” Joxon stammered, obviously flustered. “Ensign Willis, what about the SRS7 testing?”

Willis’ eyes widened as she sunk a bit lower in her seat.

“It-it-it’s going well. We should be able to finish the capacity runs by the end of the week.”

“Let’s wrap it up today instead and put the final report on my desk before you go off shift,” Joxon said distractedly. Willis suddenly let out a soft, fearful squeak.

“The tests take more than twelve hours each to complete, sir,” Sweeney said, jumping in. “Unless you want us to ignore Starfleet protocols and have you sign off on a substandard report, we’ll need the rest of the week.”

“Ahh…” Joxon said thoughtfully, clearly not happy.

“We’ll still be four days ahead of schedule,” Sweeney added.

Joxon brightened. “Wonderful. End of the week it is then. Now next I’d like…”

“Hopefully to let me do my job,” Dallas interrupted, prompting another coughing fit from Joxon. Dallas stood up and began pacing around the table. “My feeling is that these disappearances may be putting us all in great danger.”

“Could you control your partner?” Joxon whispered to Batyn.

“Sure. How about I move her arms while she pummels you?” Batyn replied helpfully.

Dallas continued her speech. “Anyone one of you could be the culprit.” She leaned across the table, staring each of the relay station personnel in the eye. “Anyone here could be working for our enemies. And I WILL find out who it is. You will all submit to immediate blood screenings. Batyn, get the equipment.”

“Agent Dallas!” Joxon shouted, finally unable to take anymore. She stopped, her icy stare boring into him. “Now I’m sure you feel your issues are important, but you’re trampling all over my agenda for this meeting. I’d ask that you please table this discussion for later when…”

And then Joxon blipped out of existence.

“I think that means meeting adjourned,” Caveccio said.

“Batyn, quick!” Dallas cried. “Scan for a transporter.”

The Antidean pulled his tricorder out of his pocket at a frustratingly slow pace, then waved it at where Joxon had been sitting.

“Nope. Not a thing,” Batyn said. “No unusual energy readings at all.”

“Well, nuts!” Dallas pouted.

“Uh-does this mean we still need to give blood?” Willis asked.

Kresk hauled his bulky frame out of his chair and loped over to Batyn. “By all means, get it over with,” Kresk said. “Doesn’t bother me any.” Batyn pulled a blood tester out of his pack and set to work.

“Watch where you stick that, honey,” Sweeney said as her turn came up.

Two minutes later, everyone except Joxon had been screened. “Everybody checks out,” Batyn said.

Dallas was visibly annoyed. “Hmmmph! When and if Joxon comes back, I want him detained!” Dallas stalked toward the door and vanished just before she could step back out into the main command deck.

“Maybe they’re just grabbing the annoying people,” Batyn commented.



Dallas finished stepping out the conference room door three hours later after suddenly popping back into the station. She almost barreled directly into Lieutenant Kresk.

“Back so soon,” the Tellarite said, steadying her with one of his big hands.

Dallas’ head whipped back and forth as she saw that things were not at all as they were a moment ago…or at least what she thought was a moment ago.

“They did it again!” she shouted angrily.

“No point in getting upset about it,” Kresk said.

“Why not?” Dallas asked. “I would think you’d be worried.”

“I’ve made a career of not getting too worked up about things,” Kresk said. “Fifty years in Starfleet, and I’m only a lieutenant. You know why? Because I don’t want the responsibility that comes with going higher. Leave me here until I retire. That’s all I ask.”

“And when will that be?”

Kresk smiled wistfully. “One year, three months, and 14 days.”

“You know, Starfleet has a pretty generous retirement policy. You could have left years ago.”

“True, but I don’t have anything else to do. Besides, my retirement package will be the equivalent of a captain who retires after 30 years.”

Dallas considered Kresk for a moment. Years of Starfleet Intel training experience in the field had honed her ability to get a sense about people after talking to them. And frankly Kresk seemed far too unmotivated to pull anything as elaborate as this vanishing trick.

“You’ve been here a long time, I guess,” she said finally.

“As long as this station has,” he replied.

“Confidentially, do you have any idea who could be behind this?”

Kresk looked around to see if anyone was watching, then leaned in conspiratorially. “No one,” he whispered.

“What?”

“My guess is space weirdness,” he said.

“That’s exactly what Agent Batyn said,” Dallas replied.

“Smart man…er fish. If you’ll excuse, I need to see to a fluctuating power converted. Nice talking to you.” Kresk gave Dallas a little wave and headed off into the turbolift.

Dallas wandered over to a computer console and had a seat, lost in thought. She refused to just chalk this whole thing up to space weirdness. There was something else at work here. An intelligence.

“Q!!!!” she shouted at the top of her lungs.

Nothing happened. No flash of light. No appearance by a smug omnipotent being.

“Sorry. Just checking,” she said to the open air.

After another moment, she turned back to the console and pulled up a record of the various disappearances hoping to find some kind of pattern in the when, where, or for how long attributes of this case. Caveccio and Sweeney seemed to vanish slightly more often than the others, but not by much. Beyond that, every other factor seemed completely random.

Time to back up. What did she actually know?

1.) People were vanishing.

2.) After vanishing, the people came back.

3.) Um….

Hmm…kind of a short list.

Dallas considered contacting Wally, who she’d turned to for information on a number of occasions, for advice on this one, but, with this little data, he wouldn’t be much help. No. She was going to have to crack this one on her own.

With a renewed sense of determination, Dallas stepped into the turbolift and descended to Deck Six.

Charging out of the turbolift, Dallas found herself in the middle of pitch blackness. She cautiously felt her way forward, inching along until…

CRACK!

TWANG!

SPRONG!

“AHHH!” Dallas shouted, immediately leaping away from whatever it was she’d just stepped on and dropping into a defensive crouch.

“I guess rock and roll really is dead,” Lieutenant Mickey Caveccio said with a sigh from somewhere in front of her. Gradually, she made out his shape as he leaned down and picked up some sort of abstract object. As her vision adjusted, she saw that it was…emphasis on the “was”…a guitar.

“Sorry about that,” Dallas said sheepishly as Caveccio leaned back into his chair surrounded by his banks and banks of consoles.

“There is another Stratocaster,” Caveccio replied enigmatically.

“Yeah…right,” Dallas said confused.

“I’m assuming you’re here for something other than wrecking my instruments…unless you think my guitar’s the guilty party.” Caveccio grinned broadly as he rolled over to check a readout on a nearby monitor.

“Actually, I thought you might be able to help me,” Dallas said. “No one remembers anything about where they go when they vanish, but I thought maybe we could attach some sort of small sensor or something on each of us to record where we go when we go. Is that possible?”

Caveccio thought for a moment. “I believe I do have that technology,” he said finally, rising from his chair and heading back to a small workbench in the rear of the room hidden behind one of the massive subspace relay status consoles. He pulled several tricorders out of a drawer in the bench. “We don’t have a lot of call for these things here, so I just keep them for tinkering. Now then, I just need to open the darned things.”

“Oooh. You two enjoying yourselves?” Lieutenant Commander Sweeney asked, walking up behind them. “You seem so…intense.”

“I may have a plan,” Dallas said.

“Way to go, honey,” Sweeney replied with a smile. “But I do have to say, Mickey, that those tricorders are sort of my domain.”

“Well, do you want to help me dominate them into something useful.”

“I suppose I could be persuaded,” Sweeney replied, stepping up to the workbench to help Caveccio.

Dallas stood there for a few moments as the pair worked diligently, joking with each other and completely ignoring her. “In that case, I’ll just head on up then,” Dallas said, slipping back to the turbolift. Caveccio grunted something that may have been a goodbye, but that was the extent of the response Dallas received.



“Investigation Log. Stardate 51430.3. After three frustrating days of searching, I’m still no closer to figuring out what the hell is going on around here. We rigged everyone on board the relay station with sensor units in hopes that they might be able to record where we’re disappearing to. Batyn and Ensign Willis obliging vanished a few hours later, but when they returned, the sensor logs in their equipment didn’t show a thing.

Maybe we’re really going nowhere. Maybe we’re just completely blipping out of existence only to reappear a while later. The next question would then be why? A new Dominion weapon? Weapons leave energy signatures. A spatial anomaly? There’s absolutely nothing out there. Q? He would have shown up to taunt somebody by now.

For lack of any better ideas, then, I have decided to pursue a different method of investigation…something a bit unorthodox.”



“You want to what?” Commander Joxon demanded, rising from his desk chair.

Agent Dallas leaned across the desk, getting eye to eye with the Benzite. “Do you want this thing resolved or not?” she demanded.

“But hypnotizing my crew?”

“And you,” Batyn added from the chair where he’d planted himself, feet resting on the chair across from him.

“Not a chance,” Joxon said. “I’ve been very patient with you two, but I will not allow you to mess around with our heads.”

“Oh please, could I?” Batyn remarked flatly.

“Now you listen here, Joxon,” Dallas said. “I will be reporting back to Starfleet Command about this case VERY soon, and I certainly don’t think you want to be portrayed as a weaselly little man who didn’t respect my authority in this investigation.”

“Um…no,” Joxon said nervously, seeing his hopes from a promotion or a transfer evaporating before his eyes. “I will allow the hypnosis.”

“And I will write the truth about you in my report,” Dallas said, turning on her heel and headed down the stairs to the main command deck.

“The truth about him?” Batyn asked with glint of amusement in his eyes as he followed Dallas toward the turbolift.

“Yes. That he’s a weaselly little man who didn’t respect my authority in this investigation,” Dallas replied with an evil smile as they stepped into the turbolift, which Dallas ordered to descend to the residence deck.

“Fair enough, but what about this hypnosis thing? Do you know how to hypnotize people?”

“I did some research she replied.” Actually, her research consisted of a late-night call to Wally, who was as thrilled as ever to hear from her. After several minutes of grousing, he finally gave her some useful information about what to do and how to do it. Luckily, the replicator had had “gold pocket watch” in its database.



“I’m so relieved,” Batyn muttered.



As ordered, Lieutenant Kresk reported to the spare quarters on Deck Four that Agent Dallas was using for her hypnosis sessions. He stepped through the doors and immediately found himself in a candle-lit room as soft, vaguely Celtic (not that the Tellarite had a clue what Celtic meant) music played in the background. Agent Dallas lounged on the sofa, her arms stretched out across its back.

“Is this a hypnosis or a seduction?” Kresk asked as the doors closed behind him.

“I’m trying to create a relaxing atmosphere,” Dallas snapped defensively. She pointed at the plush chair catty-corner from the sofa. “Now sit down!”

“All right! Jeeze!” Kresk said, planting himself in the chair. “Now what?”

Dallas pulled out a gold pocket watch and began swinging it back and forth. “You’re getting sleepy.”

“What is that supposed to do?”

“I really don’t know,” Dallas replied, pulling out the Starfleet Medical Hypno-Sys she’d replicated earlier. “You’re just supposed to have one when you hypnotize people. All right. I’ll be hypnotizing you now.”

Before Kresk could reply, Dallas flashed the Hypno-Sys in front of his face, the swirling patterns and colors immediately sending the Tellarite into a trance. “Now let’s go back to your disappearance…”



Kresk moved…or really was moved by a force unseen…awkwardly into position behind a desk. Ensign Willis entered the room…how was unclear…he couldn’t really see a door. As she approached, a voice both his own and not his own left Kresk’s body.

“You’re late with your payments. I’m going to foreclose.”



“And now…and now, I’m crying,” Ensign Willis said, sitting across from Agent Dallas. “I’m moving again. Away from there. How can I possibly earn enough money to save the orphanage? And now I’m a mommy. And my son is coming downstairs. Oh, he’s soooo cute…”



“And mommy made cookies,” Commander Joxon said in a child-like voice, deep in a Hypno-Sys induced trance. “Mmmm. They’re yummy and good and I eat them all and I run outside and raise my blaster to shoot at the hideous drooling Ukivukiek lurking in the darkness of the haunted mansion. I turn to my trusty partner, who is carrying her own weapon and looking around…”



“…but I can’t see anything through the darkness,” Lieutenant Commander Sweeney said, rubbing her palms against her knees as she relived the moment. “It’s out there. I can hear the breathing. Cautiously, I climb the stairs and walk into the master bedroom where Chet has surrounded the bed with candles. The covers are pulled back and rose petals are everywhere. He approaches me with a glass of champagne and holds it to my lips. I drink, but then he pushes his lips to mine, drinking the cool, sparkling liquid straight out of my mouth. Our tongues intertwine as I toss the glass aside and we fall onto the bed, our bodies hungry for each other…”



“I’ve never felt like this with anyone,” Lieutenant Caveccio said, obviously enjoying his regression. “Our clothes are practically coming off by themselves. She rolls on top of me and…I’m in a tuxedo, seated in some kind of fancy restaurant. The waiter brings out a giant covered serving dish on a cart and rolls it over to the table. After refilling my wine glass and carefully placing a napkin on my lap, he lifts the lid off of the dish and…”



“I’m dinner. I’m somebody’s dinner,” Batyn said morosely. “I’m sure he’s going to eat me. He’s picking up a big knife, and I’m sitting in a theater as the lights go down and the curtain goes up. Music starts and onto the stage comes…”



“A dancer! I’m a dancer,” Dallas said in horror as Batyn sat on the sofa bored while the Hypno-Sys did its work. “Oh dear god, I’m in a TUTU. A DAMN TUTU! I’m twirling and spinning, and…oh no, I’m doing one of those jumping split things. Oh the humanity! Make it stop.”



Agent Dallas finished listening to the last of the recordings from the hypnosis sessions and rubbed her temples, trying to make some sense out of it. The scenarios were almost dream-like, but people moved in and out of each other’s fantasies…and nightmares in some cases. What did it mean? Who was behind it? Was anyone behind it?

“AHHHHHHHH!!!!” she screamed at the top of her lungs.

“Hurt yourself?” Batyn asked from the chair opposite her as they sat in the spare quarters on the relay station. He didn’t really see much need to be there himself to listen to the recordings. They were pretty much nonsense to him.

“Just frustrated,” Dallas replied, leaning back against the sofa with a big sigh. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this confused. I still don’t even know what we’re up against.”

“Maybe nothing anymore,” Batyn said.

“What do you mean?” Dallas demanded.

“Well, no one has vanished all day. Maybe it’s over.”



“Over?!?! It can’t be over! I don’t even know what it was yet!”

“It’s a tough universe,” Batyn replied with a shrug.



Outside the station, in a plane of reality undetectable by the best of Starfleet’s sensors, the Entity grew bored with her dollies. They’d been fun for a while, particularly after the two new dolls came to play, but now she needed to move on. It was a big multi- verse. Surely, there were other doll houses to visit.



“Investigation Log. Stardate 51444.7. It’s been over a week since the last vanishing incident aboard Subspace Relay Station 208. The phenomenon seems to have stopped; however, we still have no idea what caused it in the first place. But Intel Headquarters feels we’ve done all we can do here, so we’re headed to our next assignment.”



“You’re amazingly quiet,” Batyn said from the co-pilot’s seat as the Runabout Pee Dee sped away from Subspace Relay Station 208.

“Mmmhmm,” Dallas replied distractedly, staring out the viewport as she steered the small craft.

“Something wrong?” Batyn asked, regretting the words almost as soon as they left his mouth. He didn’t really care. Why should he give her the opportunity to rant? Maybe she’d just let it go.

“This whole thing stinks!” Dallas practically shouted, turning on him.

Nope. She wasn’t letting it go.

“How can we just leave it like that? No answers. No solutions. No closure! I need closure, dammit!”

“It’s not happening anymore. Case closed,” Batyn replied.

“Maybe that’s good enough for you, but not for me. When this happens again, and I believe in the depths of my soul that it will…”

“Depths of sole. That’s cute,” Batyn remarked.

“IT WASN’T A FISH JOKE!” Dallas bellowed.

“Jeeze. Sorry.”

“When this happens again,” Dallas continued. “I will get to the bottom of it…if I have to hypnotize the entire quadrant to do it!”

“Dangerous stuff that hypnosis,” Batyn said.

“That’s why you have to trust that whoever hypnotizes you isn’t going to leave in some kind of post-hypnotic suggestion or anything.”

“Absolutely,” Batyn said. “Very important.”

“Well, I’m going to go get some sleep,” Dallas said, getting up from her chair. “Night.”

“Night,” Batyn said. “Oh, Dallas?”

“Yes?” she said, turning back to face him.

“Gingersnap.”

“YODEL-AAA-HEE-HOO!” Dallas suddenly called at the top of her lungs. She looked around the cockpit confused.

“Something wrong?” Batyn asked innocently.

“No. I just thought I blanked out for a second. Did anything…?”

“No,” Batyn said.

“Okay,” Dallas said, heading out of the cockpit.

“Gingersnap!”



“YODEL-AAA-HEE-HOO!”



Several thousand light years away, the Entity stumbled upon a funny-looking flying dolly house. It was all strange and cubey, but inside were thousands and thousands of new dollies to play with.

The dollies and their house were really ugly and drab, but the Entity could fix that easily. Some pretty, pink frilly outfits. Maybe lavender for the walls.

And then they could all have a tea party!



THE END




3 - My What Big Teeth You Have
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STARDATE 51016.8

CREBIUS CLUSTER THE DELTA QUADRANT



Akrok clung to the wall of the corridor as once again the mighty Flarn battlecruiser Jendak rocked under the vicious assault of the maelstrom outside. Overmaster Granok had ordered the Jendak into the Crebius Cluster in hopes of passing through the portal into the fabled region of space where that tasty snack known as humans resided. But that simple plan had quickly disintegrated.

The Jendak was now screaming under the strain of the forces within the portal, and, to make matters worse, the humans from the USS Aerostar that Akrok was supposed to be helping to cook had escaped. Moving up through the culinary ranks just wasn’t worth this kind of stress. Akrok wanted to perfect his saute technique, not end up as a crispy bit of space debris. He had to get out of there.

Three Flarn officers stopped him in the corridor as the ship jerked again. “Have you ssssseen the humansssssss,” the lead officer hissed.

Petrified that he was about to be blamed for their escape, Akrok shook his head quickly. “I wassssn’t even in the kitchen when they esssssscaped,” he replied. “I was in the supply pantry looking for ssssssssssiklot sssssssssauce.”

The three Flarn officers’ eyes glazed over dreamily for a moment. “Mmmmm…human in sssssssssssiklot sssssssssauce.” They wandered off, licking their lizard lips as their brains danced with visions of the human captain and his female subordinate properly basted and spinning on a rotisserie.

Before Akrok could move on himself, he was violently tossed across the hall and slammed into the opposite wall, something that didn’t happen all that often to a species as bulky as the Flarn. Despite the protection of his hard outer covering (skin wasn’t really the word to describe the black outer layer of the half reptilian, half insectoid Flarn), getting thrown into a metal wall really hurt!

Once again, his thoughts turned to getting out of there. As a cook, he didn’t have access to most of the more military aspects of the ship, such as the escape pods, but there was one place he could go: the Overmaster’s Porta-Galley. Docked at the front of the Jendak so closely that it just appeared to be another section of the Jendak’s hull, the Porta-Galley was a five deck vessel consisting of little more than a large kitchen/dining facility and a few decks of quarters. Overmaster Granok would take out Porta-Galley, staffed with a full compliment of chefs, on those occasions when the Jendak came upon a world full of lesser-developed humanoids and the Overmaster felt like taking his officers out to eat. They’d land, grab several members of the terrified populace, then cook them up and eat them right there while enjoying the ambiance of whatever world they happened to be visiting. Ah, how Akrok loved those times.

But now he saw the Porta-Galley as his one hope for escape. As a kitchen ship, the cooks always had access. He didn’t know much about flying a spaceship, but he’d been in the Porta- Galley’s command deck once during launch (he was serving appetizers to the Overmaster and his staff). He was fairly sure he could pull it off.

As the Flarn battlecruiser bucked and squealed, Akrok made his way to the fore of the ship, passing fewer and fewer other Flarn as he went. By the time he boarded the Porta-Galley, no one was in sight. He quickly raced up to the command deck and pressed the large button labeled “launch,” just as he’d seen the pilot of the Porta-Galley do before.

The sound of the massive clamps releasing from the Jendak echoed through the Porta-Galley as the viewscreen in front of Akrok flickered to life, revealing a swirling mass of clouds and vapor. Angry streaks of energy flashed back and forth between the clouds and at the Jendak, walloping the ship with each impact.

Finally, the Porta-Galley lurched forward away from the Jendak. Frantically, Akrok looked around the helm panel, searching for the button labeled “turn around and go home.” His body went cold with panic as he realized no such button existed. Just then, a powerful blast of energy struck the Porta-Galley, tossing Akrok backwards as consoles exploded all around him. He was pitched into blackness.

Feeling his way along the deck, he crawled quickly out of the command deck and raced toward the Overmaster’s Private Dining Lounge. This had all been a huge mistake. Just massive. He never should have left the Jendak.

But surely they’d noticed by now that the Porta-Galley had launched. Anytime now, they’d been pulling him back in.

Akrok finally reached the Overmaster’s Private Dining Lounge and pulled the powerless doors open, allowing him to entered the transparent domed room. Overmaster Granok liked to have a view of the stars and sky while he ate, so this room had been built at the top of the Porta-Galley to allow a full 360 degree view.

And right now, Akrok was searching that entire view for any sign of his ship…

…but the Jendak was gone.



STARDATE 51478.3

RUNABOUT PEE DEE VISITING A SCENIC ALPHA QUADRANT BY-WAY



“This is completely ludicrous,” Starfleet Intelligence Agent Batyn said as he stared out the viewport at the spectacle currently occurring in front of the Pee Dee.

“You’re just mad because you can’t explain it,” Batyn’s human partner, Agent Samantha Dallas replied over the music playing over the runabout’s speakers.

The Antidean sighed, his bulging eyes retracting just a tad into his fish-like skull. “All right then. You explain it.”

Meanwhile, the asteroids outside continued to bop up and down in time to the music playing inside the runabout. They definitely seemed to like Yridian funk, but Dallas was in the mood for something a bit different. She changed the music selection to a nice Cardassian waltz. The asteroids slowed, quickly adjusting their up and down movements to the tempo of the new tune.

“Oooh! I bet they’d love to hear a march!” Dallas said.

“They’re giant rocks!” Batyn said uncharacteristically firmly for his usual laid-back nature. “They can’t hear! Sound can’t travel in space anyway. This is IMPOSSIBLE!”

Dallas turn to her partner, staring at him intensely. “That’s why we’re here. We WILL explain the impossible.”

“Explain it yourself. I’m going to my tank,” Batyn replied, getting up from his chair.

“What? Are you afraid of a little mystery in your life!” Dallas called after him.

“The only mystery is why I’m in this line of work,” Batyn said, then left the cockpit for the rear of the runabout.

“Fine! Be that way! I happen to like it!” Dallas shouted. Damn fish didn’t know what he was missing. Dallas cued up something with a bit more of a beat, then turned down the interior lighting to get a better view of the show going on in front of the runabout.



Dallas awoke with a start some time later. Honestly, she had no idea how much time had passed, but the asteroids were still happily dancing along to one of the many marches in the computer’s database.

None of that was really foremost on her mind, though. Instead, she wanted to know where that horrible stench was coming from. She spun around in her chair and immediately found herself peering into a thick, smokey bank of haze.

Through the smoke swirling in front of her, Dallas could just make out a figure. Some sort of apparition. Was this the spirit of some long dead alien here to explain the dancing asteroids? Or perhaps he was here to warn her away?

“Agrndess,” the figure stated.

Dallas held up her arms and spread them wide. “I am sorry, spirit. I do not understand you, but I come in peace.”

The figure yanked some kind of long object out of its mouth. “What the hell are you talking about?” a gruff voice demanded.

Dallas waved her hand in front of her, clearing enough of the smoke away to get a better look at the strange being in front of her. Well, actually, the strange being turned out to be human male in a Starfleet Admiral’s uniform. In his hand he held a smouldering cigar, the source of the smoke and the smell.

“You Agent Dallas?” he snapped.

“Er…yes, sir,” Dallas replied hesitantly.

“Admiral Harlan Baxter,” the man said with a nod, then shoved the cigar back in his mouth. “Srrytrrdrrpnnnlktsss,” he mumbled through the stogie clamped between his teeth.

“With all due respect, sir, I don’t understand a word you’re saying.”

Admiral Baxter let out a sound resembling a growl and snatched the cigar back out of his mouth. “Better?” he said harshly. Dallas decided that no matter what, she should say yes.

“Yes, sir. But if you don’t mind me asking, what are you doing here?”

“As of now, you and your partner are on loan to me…unofficially, of course,” Baxter said, plopping down into the co-pilot’s seat beside Dallas. Baxter could see Dallas was about to ask another pointless question and headed her off. “Admiral Gitt cleared the whole thing…unofficially.”

Dallas shrugged. If her superior officer said it was okay, who was she to argue? “What can we do for you, Admiral?”

“Gitt tells me you and the fish specialize in the unusual…and that you’re the two agents least likely to be missed.”

“Well the first part is true,” Dallas said. As for that second part, she didn’t like the sound of it at all. “Did something strange happen to you?”

“Not to me. To my boy. His ship went missing in the Bermuda Expanse about 5 months ago.”

“Was it a Starfleet ship?”

Baxter nodded.

“So why isn’t Starfleet handling this?”

“Can’t get a bit of help out of them. Waystation’s swamped with their damn renovation, and every ship I try to divert over there gets called away by Admiral Neilson or Admiral Phillips. Somebody doesn’t want the Aerostar found.”

“But it’s been five months…”

“I’ve already heard this excuse from too many other people,” Admiral Baxter snapped, waving his cigar in front of Dallas’ face. “I know what the reality is, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to spend the rest of my life without a clue as to what happened to my son!”

“AHHHHH!”

“Sorry about that,” Baxter said, pulling his cigar off of Dallas’s cheek. “Got a bit worked up there. But I think you got my point.”

“Definitely,” Dallas muttered, cradling her burned cheek.

“Good. Now go find my boy. And don’t let Waystation know you’re poking around out there. If word gets back to Admiral Neilson, she’s liable to find some way to pull you two off the case as well.”

Baxter popped his cigar back into his mouth and slapped his commbadge. “Nnnrgzzz.”

“What was that, Admiral?” a voice asked from the other end of the commline.

“Gdddmmt!” Baxter cursed, pulling the cigar back out of his mouth. “Energize!” A moment later, the only evidence remaining of Baxter’s visit was the cloud of rapidly dissipating cigar smoke, and even that was gone inside of a minute.

Exactly thirty seconds after that, a groggy Batyn stumbled back into the cockpit, his nostrils flaring as they were assaulted by the lingering smell of Baxter’s cigars. “Uggh. What are you doing up here? It smells like roasted slime devil.”

“Oh shut up and get me the dermal regenerator.”

“Sheesh. What swam up your canal and died?” Batyn muttered, heading out to get the medkit.



Just because she felt the need to lash out at someone, anyone, Dallas didn’t tell Batyn a thing about where they were headed or why when she abruptly pulled the Runabout Pee Dee away from the mystifying dancing asteroids and pushed the vessel into warp, taking the runabout in a wide arc to approach the Bermuda Expanse from the rear, careful to avoid both Waystation and the space occupied by the none-too-friendly Multeks.

Batyn, for his part, didn’t really seem to care. He just shrugged his shoulders and went back to his quarters to float in his tank, munch on some of the tiny fish he considered food (At first, Dallas had felt this seemed a lot like cannibalism, but Batyn explained to her that eating another variety of fish was about the same as a human eating a cow. Both were mammals, but they certainly weren’t the same species), or do whatever else the Antidean did to pass the time when he wasn’t moping about or complaining about their current assignment.

At long last, Dallas slowed the vessel to a halt just beyond the swirling mists of the Bermuda Expanse and called Batyn to the cockpit.

“Let me guess,” Batyn said as he looked out at the anomaly beyond. “The clouds come together to form the image of James T. Kirk, and we have to figure out why.”

“This is the Bermuda Expanse,” Dallas said. Batyn’s eyes immediately bulged.

“Have you lost what little sense you had, human? You know what happens to ships here!” the Antidean exclaimed. In fact, Dallas did know about the Bermuda Expanse. In the last year and a half since its discovery, several Starfleet ships and other vessels had gone missing attempting to investigate the phenomenon. The Aerostar was just the latest victim, and, oddly enough, the last. Abruptly after the Aerostar’s disappearance, no other missing craft were reported. Of course, that could have had something to do with the fact that people finally got the hint and stopped sending ships there.

“No, I don’t know what happens to them,” Dallas replied. “I know they disappear, but why? Where do they go?”

“Did you think this assignment up on your own?” Batyn said disdainfully.

Dallas shook her head. “We had a visitor back at the asteroids. Admiral Harlan Baxter. His son’s ship disappeared here five months ago.” She handed Batyn a padd showing the Nebula Class starship and listing the pertinent information. “The USS Aerostar under the command of Captain Andrew Baxter was ordered to locate missing Starfleet property. We know that Captain Baxter, who had just been bumped up to captain from lieutenant…”

“From lieutenant?” Batyn interrupted in disbelief.

“It gets better. He used to be an inventory officer.”

“Who decided that was a good idea?”

“Who knows? Anyway, we know the Aerostar chased a smaller craft into the Bermuda Expanse, but neither ship has been heard from again.”

“Which is a fantastic reason for us to stay away from here,”Batyn said.

“Too late,” Dallas replied. “We’re going in.”

Batyn groaned and plopped down into the co-pilot’s seat. “All right. Tell me what we’re looking for, so we can find it and get out of here.”

“Some sign of the Aerostar or one of the other ships,” Dallas said as the runabout began to penetrate the outer layers of the Expanse. The ship jolted slightly as they crossed the phenomenon’s barrier, but otherwise the ride was surprisingly smooth. Somehow Dallas was expecting a ship-eating anomaly to be a lot more nasty.

“Hmm…let’s see,” Batyn said, poring over the sensor readouts. “Nothing…nothing…and even more nothing. Oh well. Too bad. Let’s go.” And then the sensors detected a contact. “Oh barnacles,” he cursed softly.

“Find something?” Dallas asked, sounding far too smug for Batyn’s taste.

Batyn grunted but didn’t reply as he focused the sensors on the contact. Interference from the Bermuda Expanse was making it almost impossible to tell much about the object from a distance. Of course, as Batyn expected, Dallas had no intention of keeping her distance. She read the coordinates of the sensor contact from the readout and immediately altered course to investigate.

“It’s some kind of ship,” Batyn reported finally. “It doesn’t match anything in the computer, though. I can’t tell if there’s anyone alive over there or not. The sensors are having trouble getting through the hull.”

Dallas brought the runabout in close to the larger vessel and carefully watched the image of the craft passing over them. “There!” she said pointing. “That looks like a docking port.”

“Wait! You want to dock?!?”

“We can’t beam in, can we?”

“No, but that means we leave this ship alone.”

Agent Dallas turned on her partner angrily. “Do you want answers or not?”

“Hey, I’m not the one asking the questions,” Batyn replied. That answer obviously didn’t please Dallas in the slightest. She turned back to the controls in a huff and maneuvered the runabout up to the docking port. The port on top of the runabout went through several configurations attempting to interlock with the port on the alien ship. At long last, it found one that worked and sealed the link.

“I gather I’m supposed to come with you,” Batyn said unhappily as Dallas headed to the rear of the cockpit and pulled down the ladder to the hatch. Dallas then yanked open the supply locker and tossed a phaser and tricorder at Batyn. She shot another glare at her partner, then climbed up the hatch and opened it. Batyn sighed, gathered up his equipment, then slowly pulled himself up out of his seat to follow Dallas.



After a quick trip back into the runabout for a couple of wrist beacons because (surprise, surprise) the drifting alien ship was a bit dim inside, Dallas and Batyn began making their way through the corridors of the larger vessel.

“Anything?” Dallas asked as Batyn peered at his tricorder. The Antidean shook his fishy head. “Whatever was messing with our sensors out there is present here as well, which is yet another reason we should not be in the Bermuda Expanse in the first place!”

“Whoever they are, they’re big,” Dallas observed, completely ignoring Batyn’s whining. “Look at the size of these doors.”

“Maybe they just like impressive doors,” Batyn replied as they stepped into a large chamber containing a large long table with huge chairs surrounding it. “And big chairs,” Batyn said, drawing a glare from Dallas.

Dallas moved over to one of the chairs and pulled it out. “Hmmm…that’s interesting,” she said, looking at the large hole in the rear part of the chair where the seat met the backrest.

“It’s a hole,” Batyn said flatly.

“Yes, but look at it. Normal decorative seat holes are just in the backrest, but this hole is also part of the seat.”

“So what?”

“So maybe whatever species built this ship has a tail or something that needs a hole placed there, so they can sit properly.”

“Okay, so now we’re up to giant aliens with tails.”

Dallas nodded. “And possibly claws.” She pointed at the table. “Plates, but no silverware.”

“Maybe it just hasn’t been put out in case people like you show up to rob them.”

Once again, Batyn’s partner ignored him. Instead Dallas turned on her heel and headed through a set of double doors at the far end of the room.



Two decks below in the Porta-Galley’s engineering section, Akrok was crouched down, his ears and nose straining for any sign of intruders, having been roused from his slumber several minutes earlier by a metallic clanging on the hull of the ship.

By all rights, Akrok should have been dead after five months alone on the powerless Porta-Galley, but he had a couple of things going in his favor. First, the ship didn’t stay powerless for long. While Akrok had been stumbling around in the dark right after the ship was blasted by the effects of the Bermuda Expanse, the Porta-Galley’s backup systems had been rerouting pathways to restore main power. Akrok had lights again with half an hour. The engines, however, were damaged far beyond his ability to repair. Of course, repairing any damage was beyond his ability. He had managed to ask the computer enough questions to learn how to transfer power from the systems he wasn’t using (engines, shields, weapons) to the systems he did need (life support, lights, doors, turbolifts), but beyond that he’d been on his own for five VERY long months. He wasn’t exactly a popular guy on the Jendak, but at least there were other Flarn around.

The second thing in Akrok’s favor was that the Porta-Galley had a fairly well-stocked pantry of non-perishable items. Of course, that left him with no meat after he went through all of the cans of deviled Maloxian in the first month.

But now there were noises on the hull. Was it the Bermuda Expanse flaring up again? It’d had been quiet after it disposed of the Jendak, but anything was possible. Or had another ship found the Porta-Galley? If the latter was the case, Akrok just hoped they were friendly…or tasty. Actually, friendly AND tasty would be perfect!

With thoughts of some fresh protein to munch on, Akrok headed out of the engineering section to start searching the ship.



The alien ship seemed to get more and more dim as Dallas and Batyn moved farther away from the kitchen and dining room, a fact that had thrilled Batyn to no end. So far, they’d found the ship’s command deck, which had told them very little except that they couldn’t read the language of whoever built this ship. The only other room of note had been another, smaller dining room located on top of the ship. The transparent dome over the dining lounge had provided a very impressive view, impressive to Dallas, anyway. Batyn just wanted to move along, preferably in the direction of the runabout.

A short time later, the pair of agents were heading down yet another corridor on what appeared to be a level of cabins. A slight movement at the end of the hall caught Dallas’ attention. She aimed her wrist beacon farther off into the darkness. Had there really been something there?

“Did you see that?”

“Hmm?” Batyn said, clearly uninterested. Since he couldn’t scan anything with it anyway, Batyn had reprogrammed his tricorder with a stimulating game of Pong.

“I think something moved up there.”

“Then hurry up, say hello, give it the usual Federation sweetness and light speech, and let’s go home.”

“What if it’s dangerous?”

“Oh NOW you’re worried about it being dangerous?” Batyn snapped, shining his light out ahead of them. “I don’t see anything. Where is it?”

“I don’t know if anything was really there,” Dallas replied.

“Then what are you getting me all worked up for?” Batyn headed off down the corridor, his gills flapping in disgust. Dallas sincerely hoped that whatever it was she thought she saw would jump out and eviscerate Batyn as he turned the corner, but it was not to be.

Maybe Batyn was right.



Then again, maybe he was wrong. For the next fifteen minutes, Dallas was almost constantly catching some kind of movement around her. A blur out of the corner of her eye, a dim shadow shifting in the distance, a rustle of wind behind her.

And alerting Batyn had proved to be completely useless. The fish was completely oblivious to anything other than his game of Pong. To be fair, he’d occasionally scan for anything resembling a Federation power signature, but the tricorder was useless beyond about five feet.

In Batyn’s view, the ship was deserted, and Dallas was paranoid. Both of these conditions were fabulous reasons to return to the runabout. Of course, he knew Dallas had no intention of leaving until she’d searched every last nook and cranny of the empty hulk.

A soft tapping noise off to her left made Dallas wonder if maybe she should follow Batyn’s advice. Leaving wouldn’t be that big of a deal. They could report back to Admiral Baxter that they’d found a ship, then he could send in several more, heavily armed officers to investigate.

Or maybe she was just paranoid.

Either way, she needed to catch up to Batyn. The Antidean had started walking faster as his Pong game intensified and had just rounded a corner. Dallas was about to quicken her step when a massive, taloned hand (although hand wasn’t really an accurate term for the black appendage) wrapped around her head, covering her mouth, and yanked her back. The creature that now held her lifted her effortlessly off of the deck and quickly moved off in the other direction, a large reptilian tail swishing behind it as it did so.

“I told him they had tails,” Dallas thought to herself just before her mind dissolved into utter panic.



Agent Batyn, meanwhile, had come to the conclusion that he really needed to program a larger database of games into his tricorder. Considering the wild trout chases that he and Dallas were regularly sent on, he’d probably need the games to keep from slipping into a bored stupor.

He glanced up from his game just long enough to realize that he’d reached the end of the corridor and was about to walk into a wall.

“So are we backtracking through each and every room this time, or can we take it that this deck is deserted and move on to the next one?” he asked as he returned to his game.

It took him about two minutes to realize that Dallas hadn’t replied.

“What? Are you not speaking to me now?”

Still no response.

“Fine. I’ll put the game away,” he said, turning around to face his partner…who was not there. Batyn was completely alone deep inside a vessel of unknown origin. “This is not funny, Dallas,” he called out.

Nothing.

“Agent Dallas? Samantha?”

Okay. She was definitely gone. The next question was “What happened to her?” But Batyn didn’t feel like answering that question. Instead, he high-finned it back to the runabout.



The alien (Dallas had stopped thinking of it as a creature once she realized it was of the same species as whoever built this ship) quickly carried Dallas down a level and back to the main dining room that she and Batyn had found earlier. It didn’t seem to have any interest in the dining room. Instead, it took her into the kitchen and set her down on one of the metal food prep tables. Before she could even think of trying to escape, the alien produced a large roll of a clear substance and grabbed Dallas. In a few seconds, the human woman was practically mummified in plastic wrap. She struggled for a few seconds, but quickly realized that she wasn’t getting anywhere. Who knew that plastic wrap could be so strong? At least the alien left her face uncovered, so she could breathe.

“My name is Agent Samantha Dallas. I’m with the United Federation of Planets,” Dallas said, trying to get the tall alien’s attention as it began scurrying around the kitchen gathering utensils, seasonings, etc. “Can you understand me?”

The alien seemed completely unconcerned that she was speaking. Instead, it continued puttering around the kitchen, singing as it did so. Actually, Dallas didn’t realize at first that it was singing. It was only when her universal translator suddenly began spitting out words in time to the music that she understood that fact.

“Can you understand me now?” she asked. The alien stopped in its tracks and turned on her.

“When did you learn to sssssssspeak Flarn?” it demanded.

“In a way, you taught me,” Dallas replied. Flarn? Was that its species’ name? “I am wearing a device that analyzes languages and translates them automatically.”

While the alien considered this, Dallas continued talking. “My name is Samantha Dallas. I work for the United Federation of Planets. Have you heard of the Federation?”

The alien nodded. “Yessssssss. Provider of yummy ssssssssnacks to the Flarn.”

“Snacks?” Dallas said confused. She looked at the apron the Flarn had put on (Although, how it had managed to tie those little ties with its big clawed hands, she’d never know) and got the hint. She was the snack. Okay. No reason to panic. Make a connection with it, so it will know you’re not food.

“That’s nice. What’s your name?” she asked.

“Akrok. I will be cooking you. Do you have a particular disssssh that you’d like to be eaten assss thisssss evening?”



Batyn was all of eight feet away from the hatch leading back to the runabout when he heard the last thing he wanted to hear right then: Dallas’ voice.

“Batyn! BATYN!”

He could always just keep going. Just hop in the runabout, detach, and get the hell out of there. No one would ever know.

He stopped.

“BATYN!!!!”

Dammit. Why couldn’t she have just let him slip away guilt- free? Batyn drew his phaser and charged off to figure out what kind of trouble Dallas had gotten herself into.



Unfortunately, Dallas’ strategy of just not telling Akrok how she wanted to be cooked didn’t work. He waited expectantly for about five minutes, then exclaimed something in Flarn that the universal translator didn’t have a clue what to do with. From the way he started rushing about gathering up more spices and such, she assumed it was a dish…a dish in which she was going to be the primary ingredient.

“Come on now, Mister Akrok. Eating me is not going to do anything for relations between our species.”

“The Flarn will conquer then harvesssst your ssssspecies. We don’t care about relationsssssss,” Akrok replied as he worked.

“Ooookay. Well…wouldn’t you like something more along the lines of seafood? My partner…”

“Ahhh! Flarn do not conssssssume ugly ssssssswimming creaturessssssss with those big ugly eyessssss and their flapping gillsssssss and…” Akrok shuddered at the thought.

Dallas cursed silently. So much for feeding him Batyn. Next argument. “Aren’t I a bit thin to eat? I’d hate to ruin your nice meal.”

Akrok stepped over and looked her up and down. Suddenly, his large tongue snaked out of his mouth as he licked up the length of her face. “Mmmmmm…perfect,” he said satisfied. He raised a large claw. “I need the meat to be fresssssh, so please try to ssssssssstay alive assss long assss possible.”

“All right! I’m here. Stop with the shouting,” Batyn’s voice said from behind Akrok. Dallas was able to look over the Flarn’s shoulder to see her partner entering the kitchen. Akrok whipped around, almost smacking Dallas with his bulky tail as he did so.

Antidean and Flarn spotted each other and screamed.

“You’re on your own!” Batyn cried and raced out of the kitchen. Akrok, meanwhile, was speechless. A walking sea monster ripped straight from the nightmares of every Flarn child! And he was allied with the humans! What if there were others like it on board? As distasteful (and downright scary) as the prospect was, Akrok had to kill the fish-man before it could alert its comrades.

“Dinner will be delayed,” Akrok said to Dallas. He scooped up a large fillet knife and charged out of the kitchen, leaving Dallas trapped in her plastic wrap cocoon. She lay back on the prep table Akrok had sat her on and tried to think of a way out of this.

“Good. Now we can talk,” an unfamiliar voice said from behind her. Dallas rolled over and found herself staring at a giant eyeball. Her experience with Batyn had taught her not to jump to conclusions, so she calmly craned her neck to look for the rest of the body the eyeball was attached to. Hmm…there wasn’t one…interesting.

“AHHHHHHHHH!” Dallas screamed.

“Woah! Just relax,” the eyeball said. At least Dallas assumed it was talking. The voice in her head did seem to be coming from its general vicinity.

“Who…what…are you?”

“We’re the Directors,” the eyeball replied. “Just your run of the mill gang of omnipotent beings overseeing the vagaries of existence.”

“Er…nice to meet you,” Dallas said. What else were you supposed to say to an omnipotent eyeball?

“I can see you’re busy, so I’ll get straight to the point. You and your friends here are mucking about in some very carefully-laid plans that my colleagues and I have been working on for millennia now. We really need you to stop what you’re doing, go home, and don’t tell anyone about this whole Flarn thing.”

“There’s a big nasty race of bug-lizards out here that want to eat us, and you don’t want me to tell anyone? Are you nuts?” Dallas exclaimed.

“It’d really help us out. And if you don’t agree, I might just let old Akrok over there eat you.”

“Hang on. If you guys are so omnipotent, how come you didn’t know that Agent Batyn and I were going to find this ship?”

“We’re watching a whole galaxy here! Do you think we really have the time to continuously watch you and the catch of the day out there? You should count yourselves lucky. If we’d been so inclined, we could have had the Bermuda Expanse transport you somewhere you really wouldn’t want to be.”

“Still, if you’re supposed to be all-knowing…”

“We’re omnipotent, not omniscient, you twit!” the eyeball snapped. “Forget it. Just go rescue your fishy-friend and get out of here. But take it easy out in the Bermuda Expanse. It gets cranky when people do silly things like try to fight against it or jump into warp.”

The plastic wrap encasing Dallas suddenly fell to the floor around her feet. “Now be careful out there, and remember what I said about not telling your Federation buddies about the Flarn. Bye now.” The Director vanished as abruptly as he’d arrived, leaving Dallas alone and unfettered.

“Try and eat me, will you?” she muttered angrily as she drew her phaser, jacked the power setting up to maximum, and charged out the door.



One deck below Dallas, Agent Batyn was discovering that, even set at maximum power, his hand phaser wasn’t doing a hell of a lot to the rampaging lizard-thing chasing him through the ship’s corridors. With that fact in mind, Batyn had reverted to Plan A: get to the runabout and get the hell out of there.

“Go away! Go away!” Batyn cried, firing indiscriminately over his shoulder as he zigged and zagged down the shadow-filled corridors toward the safety of the Pee Dee. The loud footsteps clanging behind him gave him the distinct impression that the monster wasn’t listening.

But soon it wouldn’t matter. Batyn could see the open hatch in the floor just ahead of him. He put on a burst of speed, moving his big, scaly feet as fast as he could, then dove at the hatch, sliding along the deck and going head first into the runabout…

…at least until a giant, taloned-hand snagged his leg at the last instant, leaving Batyn dangling over the floor of the runabout as he was slowly hoisted back out into the alien ship. He looked up as best he could and immediately wished that he hadn’t. The horrifying creature was staring right back at him, its eyes filled with murderous intent.

This was it. Batyn was doomed. And it was all Samantha Dallas’ fault. Damn her for…

A sudden phaser blast slammed into the snarling creature above Batyn, causing it to stagger backwards, and, more importantly, lose its grip on Batyn, who plummeted to the deck of the runabout.

Pushing the pain of impact aside for the moment (Hopefully, there’d be plenty of time to complain about it later), Batyn scrambled to his feet and raced to the runabout control console. He immediately started the sequence to seal the docking hatch and detach from the alien death ship.

“Perfect timing!” Dallas exclaimed, jumping down into the runabout just as the hatch clanged shut.

“Oh, you made it in,” Batyn said.

“You weren’t waiting for me?” Dallas said, growing angry.

“If you hadn’t been screaming so much, I would have left without you ages ago.”

“I wasn’t screaming. I didn’t say…it must have been The Directors!”

“The what?”

“The big eyeball! It led you to me.”

“Oookay. Next stop, Starfleet Psych,” Batyn said as the Pee Dee dropped away from the Porta-Galley. “Hang on.”

“Wait! Don’t engage the warp…”

Too late. Batyn slammed the runabout into warp, sending the craft rocketing away from the Flarn vessel and severely pissing of the Bermuda Expanse. A massive blast of energy rocketed out of the swirling anomaly toward the runabout’s last position, but the runabout was no longer there…



The Porta-Galley, however, was.

“My meat!!!” Akrok wailed unhappily, as he watched the human female slip through his fingers. He didn’t have to worry about it for long, though, since his ship exploded five seconds later.



“For once, something went our way,” Batyn said as the Runabout Pee Dee sailed out of the Bermuda Expanse.

“Our way? We didn’t find out a thing about the missing ships, we almost got killed, and we don’t have a shred of evidence to prove the existence of the Flarn or the Directors,” Dallas said.

“The monster blew up, and we didn’t. That’s enough for me,” Batyn said, leaning back in his seat. Dallas suddenly took control of the runabout from the co-pilot’s seat and altered the craft’s course. “What the hell are you doing?” Batyn demanded.

“We may not have any evidence, but people have to be warned about the Flarn. I don’t care what that eyeball said, we’re going to Waystation!”



FOUR HOURS LATER…



“You two just stay here and cool off,” Lieutenant Sean Russell, the Security Chief of Waystation, said as he activated the force field of the holding cell. Inside the cell, Agent Dallas paced like a caged targ while Batyn settled onto one of the beds. Considering that the cell was hastily thrown together inside a giant cargo module while Waystation was undergoing renovations, the place was surprisingly cozy as far as Batyn was concerned. If only they’d bring him his tank…

“And I hope this will teach you to think before you go trying to cause a panic around here with crazy stories of man-eating lizards and talking eyeballs,” Russell continued.

“I know what I saw,” Dallas said sternly.

Russell took a step back toward the cell, flashing Dallas a smile. “Tell you what, if you want to tell me all about it, I might be able to arrange a little furlough for you to have dinner with me.”

Dallas rolled her eyes and stalked over to the other bed in the cell.

Batyn quickly raised his hand. “I’ll go!”

Russell shuddered and made a quick retreat from the cell block.
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FEDERATION DATA REPOSITORY MEMORY ALPHA PLANETARY CARTOGRAPHY DIVISION



Of all the duty stations Technician Ronald Brady had been assigned to during his eight years with Starfleet, Memory Alpha was far and away the best. His “job” consisted solely of sitting in the Planetary Cartography data center eight hours a day just in case one of the computers should indicate a problem with or non-receipt of an incoming data stream from one the various mapping satellites positioned over the worlds of the Federation, which left Brady plenty of time to pursue his favorite pastimes of reading, surfing the Federnet, and, last but certainly not least, sleeping.

Technically, no one really needed to be in the data center. Automated systems were more than capable of forwarding an alert to Dr. T’vel, the head of Planetary Cartography, or one of her assistants, but Starfleet had to put Brady somewhere. Starfleet Academy was able to weed out most of the riff-raff who had no business being in Starfleet, but there was little that could be done about the people who just enlisted. Fortunately, most of the enlisted were dedicated to the Federation and Starfleet, but occasionally someone like Brady came along, who really just signed up because he had nothing better to do with his life.

The gung-ho, but eccentric or incompetent could be dumped onto one of the “special” ships designated for such personnel, but the truly lazy, such as Brady, just had to be stashed somewhere until they, hopefully, decided to go to something else with their lives.

Brady wasn’t going anywhere. Why should he? Sure no one was really required to work on Earth, but you tended to get a lot of nasty glares from the productive if you just sat around all the time. On Memory Alpha, he could sit around and actually be doing his job. Then, when he went home to visit, everyone admired the fact that he’d dedicated himself to serving the Federation. What a deal!

Technician Brady spun around in his chair a couple of times, trying to wake himself up. If he took his morning nap too early, it would completely throw off his schedule for the day. He’d be ready for his afternoon nap at lunch, and that wouldn’t do anybody any good.

Finally, he stopped the chair and pushed it with a quick burst of energy from his legs, sending him rolling across the floor of the computer filled lab over to his favorite console: the monitor receiving data from the Earth satellites. It was Thursday, which meant the latest Earth update should be coming in to take the place of last week’s scans, which would be archived. By this afternoon, new maps of the entire planet would be available across the Federation.

“Computer, display incoming feed for Console Baker Baker Fifty-six,” he called out. An instant later, the blank monitor on console BB56, the Earth console, flared to life, showing an incomprehensible barrage of quickly flickering images. “Slow it down. One image every five seconds.”

The computer obeyed, giving Brady a much slower slide show as the Earth data continued to stream into the Memory Alpha databanks.

Brady rubbed his eyes as one spectacularly blurry image filled the screen. The blurring didn’t go away. That could mean a problem with the satellite lens, which could mean having to throw out this entire data stream, which could mean a headache for him that he didn’t want if T’vel found out about it before Brady made a report. The last thing he needed was T’vel to start checking up on him constantly to see if he was doing his job. Like it or not, he was going to have to look into this problem.

The next image flashed up, completely clear. Maybe it was a fluke. “Computer, bring up previous image and hold.” The blurred image returned. Brady looked at the image code. He’d picked up enough during his time in Planetary Cartography to know that this was one of the mid-range scans, showing about a kilometer squared. “Computer, where on Earth is this?”

“Longitude…”

“No. Just in general. What region?”

“England.”

“Show me the images of the regions immediately surrounding this one.” A succession of eight images passed by on the screen. For the most part, they were clear; although, some contained a bit of blurriness confined to a corner or side section of the image.

“Computer, display the scan of this region from the…” What was that code again? Oh yeah. “MHR series.”

The image shifted, showing a five kilometer square section of terrain consisting most of grassy fields and thick forests. Smack dab in the middle of the image sat a large blurred patch.

“Show me the same image from last week.”

The blur was still there.

“Same image from last year.”

The blur was still there.

“Ten years ago.”

The blur was still there.

“What the hell?”



THREE DAYS LATER -



“It’s dreary, it’s cold, and I still don’t know what I’m doing here in the first place!” Starfleet Intelligence Agent Batyn groused, folding his scaly arms over each other to accent his displeasure at being dragged out to the middle of nowhere. He stood just off of the ramp of the Runabout Pee Dee, which was currently parked in the middle of a grassy field on Earth.

His partner, Agent Samantha Dallas, stepped down the ramp pulling a padd out of her shoulder pack, which she shoved into the Antidean’s hand. “THIS is why we’re here.”

Batyn looked at the image on the padd screen. “It’s a smudge.”

“More of a blur really.”

“It’s a smudge,” he repeated. “You brought me to…where are we again?”

“England.”

“You brought me all the way to England over a smudge? No wonder you didn’t explain anything on the way here.”

Dallas pointed at the image. “We’re standing right on the spot of that blur.”

“Smudge.”

“Whatever! The point is that we’re here!”

“That’s a point? I don’t get it,” Batyn said.

“Look at this,” Dallas said, flashing more smudged images on the padd. “This is from last month…last year…ten years ago…one hundred years ago…four hundred years ago! We haven’t been able to get a clear picture of this one patch of England in the entire history of satellite imaging.”

Batyn blinked his eye membranes. “So, in short, you dragged me out here over a smudge.”

“Doesn’t this intrigue you at all? This is a centuries-old mystery.”

“That went unnoticed until now, so it obviously can’t be all that important.” Batyn sighed. “Which is obviously why they sent us.”

“This is MY home planet, Batyn. And if there’s a smudge…”

“So you agree it’s a smudge then.”

“Blur! I meant blur!”

“Sure you did.”

“Dammit, Batyn! If my planet is blurred, I want to know why!”

“Fine,” Batyn said, holding up his hands in defeat. “What could cause cameras positioned several kilometers up to be blurred for four hundred years, oh great truth-seeker?”

“I have no idea. Perhaps…” She trailed off, then staggered back a step. “Unnnh. I’m not feeling so good.”

Batyn was about to criticize her weak human constitution when he suddenly got queasy himself. If he wasn’t basically a humanoid fish and immune to such things, he would have thought the sensation was a bit like seasickness.

“Could be…radiation,” Dallas gasped, pointing at the tricorder in Batyn’s pocket. He was about to pull it out when, rather unexpectedly, a large black vortex opened right in front of them and sucked in the two agents, leaving the empty runabout as the only sign that anyone had ever been there.



Several incredibly disorienting seconds later, Dallas and Batyn were unceremoniously tossed onto a grassy patch of ground. Realizing that she was no longer spinning and tumbling through nothingness, Dallas cautiously opened her eyes to see that she was, indeed, in the grass. But it was now nighttime.

A soft moan beside her told Dallas that Batyn had been deposited nearby. The next order of business was to get up and figure out just what the hell had happened to them.

Suddenly, a boy’s voice let her know that they were not alone. “Who are they?” the voice asked, sounding slightly panicked.

Dallas found the energy to move her head and looked up. Three black robe clad human children, two boys and a girl probably in their early to mid teens, stood before her gawking. The lead boy, with a mop of disheveled black hair and glasses (Glasses of all things!) looked at the stick in his hand he had been pointing in the general direction of Dallas and Batyn.

“Was that supposed to happen?” he asked, turning to the long-haired girl beside him.

The girl looked down at the book in her hands, scanning quickly, then flipped a page, then another. “It doesn’t say anything about transporting other people.”

“Or mermen,” the third child, a boy with flaming red hair, said, peering curiously at Batyn, who had also managed to get himself moving again.

Dallas pulled herself up to a standing position as Batyn did the same. She was about tap her commbadge to call the Pee Dee when she was struck silent by a massive building a short ways away. It was a castle of some sort, and it definitely hadn’t been anywhere around the area where Dallas and Batyn had landed the Pee Dee.

Batyn, who was far less impressed with the castle, started tapping his commbadge.

“Batyn to Pee Dee.” No response. The commbadge didn’t even give its usual “something wrong” strangled chirp. It was just dead. He pulled out his tricorder and quickly flipped it open. Nothing. No power whatsoever. “That’s just wonderful,” he said, slamming it shut again. “These kids better have a comm system around.”

Batyn had a point. The sooner he and Dallas could find an adult and get back in touch with Starfleet the better. She turned her attention back to the children, who had instinctively taken a step back when Dallas and Batyn got to their feet, but, to their credit, they hadn’t run away. They just stared back, as though studying her.

“Hello, there,” Dallas said, forcing a smile. She didn’t run into a lot of children in her line of work and generally preferred it that way. “My name’s Agent Dallas. I’m with Starfleet, and I really need to get in touch with someone at my headquarters. Are any of your parents around?”

The three kids exchanged horrified glances.

“Oh no. No no no,” the red headed boy said, putting his hands over his face.

“Calm down, Ron,” the boy in the glasses said unconvincingly. He looked at the girl. “Can we reverse this?”

“I’m looking,” she said, flipping pages quickly.

“Calm down, Harry?” Ron said. “We brought muggles onto school grounds! Forget expulsion! We’re going to be sent to Azkaban…or worse!”

“I can’t find anything,” the girl said, also sounding anxious.

“Try another book then, Hermione!” Ron said.

“We don’t have another book,” Harry said. “We’ve got to hide these two.”

“Now hold on a second, kids,” Dallas said. “Agent Batyn and I are the adults here, and we demand to see your parents.”

“This is a school. Our parents aren’t here,” Hermione shot back.

“If these are your parenting skills, I’m relieved you never reproduced,” Batyn said, drawing an angry glare from his partner.

“Hold on,” Hermione said, turning to Batyn. “If he’s a merman, how could she be a muggle?”

“I’m an Antidean, not a merman,” Batyn replied.

Hermione twisted her face in confusion. “Oh great,” Ron said. “A magical creature Hermione’s never heard of. What are we going to do?”

The three students exchanged another glance, quickly coming to the same conclusion.

“Hagrid!”



Dallas only agreed to follow Harry, Ron, and Hermione after they assured her that this Hagrid was indeed an adult. But rather than taking her and Batyn to the castle, they quickly headed toward a small cottage at the edge of a dense forest, forcing the two Starfleet Intel Agents to run to keep up.

Harry pounded on the door urgently, which was quickly followed by a response from a booming male voice.

“Hang on. I’m comin’!”

A moment later, the door was opened by the largest man Dallas had ever seen. He was practically a mountain. His face was covered by a thick beard, but any sense of being imposing the figure may have had immediately evaporated into delight the moment he saw the students.

“Harry! Come to see ol’ Hagrid, have yeh?” Hagrid’s eyes locked on Batyn, completely passing by Dallas. “What is this?”

“You don’t know?” Ron asked, concerned.

“Can we come in?” Harry asked.

“I think yeh better and tell me what this is all ’bout.”

Hagrid stepped aside, allowing the three students and two agents to enter the small, but cozy cabin.

“Mister Hagrid?” Agent Dallas said, stepping forward. “My name is Samantha Dallas. As I was telling your young friends, I’m with Starfleet. My partner and I need access to a comm unit as quickly as possible.”

The giant man looked at Harry confused. “We think she might be a muggle,” Harry said sheepishly. “But I don’t know what a Starfleet is.”

“Starfleet!” Dallas exclaimed. “The ones who go into space and protect this planet? Starfleet Academy? The Starship Enterprise? Is any of this ringing a bell?”

“Space!” Hagrid said with a loud laugh. “Yeh must be daft!”

“What about him then?” Dallas said, pointing at Batyn. “Does he look human to you?”

“Of course not. I know he’s not a merman, but he’s got ter be somethin’ of the like.” Hagrid started looking around his cluttered cabin. “Now where did I set my copy of ‘Fantastic Beasts’?”

“He’s an alien!” Dallas said. “Tell them, Batyn.”

“I’m an alien,” he said, somewhat bemused.

“You hear that? He’s from another planet.”

“Antide Three, to be exact,” Batyn said.

“Where did they come from?” Hagrid asked, turning back to Harry and the others.

“Well…” Harry shuffled his feet a bit. “We found a spellbook in the library, and we wanted to try one of them out. I cast it just like Hermione told me, then this black swirling thing opened in front of us and spat them out. That’s all we know.”

Ron and Hermione nodded their heads quickly in agreement.

“We’ve got to put them back wherever they came from,” Harry finished. “But we need to hide them here until we can figure out how to do it.”

Hagrid sighed a large sigh. “I don’t think it’s goin’ ter be that easy, Harry. If yeh were able to bring them here through the protections and all, yeh must have used some very powerful magic. Tryin’ again could do somethin’ even worse. We need ter get some help.”

“What sort of help?” Hermione said nervously.

“HIS help,” Hagrid said meaningfully.

“We’re doomed,” Ron said, putting his head back into his hands.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Hagrid said, heading toward the door. “Keep them here until I get back.” He added with a nod to Dallas and Batyn, then exited the cabin.

“Keep us here?” Dallas said annoyed. “I don’t think so. Come on, Batyn. We’re getting out of here.” Harry, Ron, and Hermione immediately positioned themselves between Dallas and the door. Batyn, for his part, had made no effort to leave whatsoever. In fact, he plopped himself down into the nearest chair.

“We really need to wait for Hagrid,” Harry said. For the first time, Dallas noted that the boy had a strange scar on his forehead. It kind of looked like a drawing of a lightening bolt that had been etched into his skin.

“Then wait without me,” Dallas said, taking another step forward. The three children all pulled sticks out of their black robes and pointed them at Dallas.

“We’ll use these if we have to,” Hermione said.

Dallas scoffed. “Oh please.” She pulled her hand phaser out of her pocket. “Does the word phaser mean anything to you?”

The students looked at each other. “Um…no,” Ron said.

“It’s about to,” Dallas said, aiming the phaser at Harry.

“Expelliarmus!” Harry cried. Dallas had no idea how, but suddenly her phaser went flying out of her hand, landing squarely in Batyn’s lap. If anything, that just made Dallas more annoyed. She was a highly trained Starfleet Intel agent. Three kids were not going to prevent her from doing anything.

“Move or prepare to be moved,” she said, charging forward with every intention of knocking the three youngsters away from the door by force if necessary. She didn’t really approve of being physical with children, but these stick-wielding weirdos and their mutant friend were asking for it.

“Sorry about this,” Ron said, leveling his stick at Dallas.

“I’m not,” Hermione said.

“Stupefy!” they said in unison.

For the briefest instant, Dallas said the ends of their sticks begin to glow, then something shut her down completely, as though she had a power switch that had just been turned off.



Dallas came to just as suddenly as she went out. Her eyes shot open, and she found herself looking up at the face of an ancient man with a long white beard.

“Let me help yeh up,” Hagrid’s voice said from behind her, then lifted her to her feet as though she weighed nothing. Dallas barely noticed. She wasn’t able to take her eyes off the old man or his pointy hat.

“I trust you are unharmed,” he said warmly.

Dallas nodded numbly.

“Good. My name is Albus Dumbledore. I’m the headmaster here at Hogwarts.”

“Hogwarts?” Dallas asked confused.

“It’s the name of the school,” Batyn said from the chair in which he’d planted himself. “If you’d talked to Harry, Ron, and Hermione instead of trying to kill them, you’d know that.”

“Can it, fish-boy,” Dallas snapped.

“Ah yes,” Dumbledore said. “You have already met Mister Rubeus Hagrid, our Gamekeeper, Mister Harry Potter, Miss Hermione Granger, who will be rejoining us shortly, and Mister Ron Weasley.” Harry and Ron, who were now seated at Hagrid’s table looking either frightened or nauseous, perhaps a bit of both.

Hermione dashed in a moment later carrying a hairbrush, which she quickly handed to Dumbledore, then joined Ron and Harry at the table.

“Excellent,” Dumbledore said. “Now that everyone is here and conscious, let’s see if we can’t sort all of this out. Would you please begin, Mister Potter?”

“Yes, sir,” Harry said nervously. “Well…you see…with so few people here since it’s Spring Break and all, we got bored and got a book out of the library for some research.”

“From the restricted section, I gather,” Dumbledore said. This was not said disapprovingly, but simply as a fact.

“Yes, sir,” Hermione admitted.

“Go on.”

“We found a spell that looked interesting,” Harry continued. “Temporus…”

Dumbledore nodded. “Ah…I see. You thought you could extend Spring Break a few more days by going back in time.”

“Yes, sir,” Harry said even more sheepishly. “We thought we could dodge our other selves until we caught up with the point when they decided to go back a few days. But when we tried the spell, this woman and Mister Batyn landed here instead.”

Dumbledore now turned his attention to Dallas and Batyn. “Which brings us to you. I’m sure your arrival here was disconcerting; however, it is even more so for us. Hogwarts is a specialized institution, and, to be frank…” He looked directly at Dallas. “…people such as you are not supposed to know about it. We have protections against such things. But I’m getting ahead of myself. Why don’t you explain who you are and when you are from?”

“Agent Samantha Dallas. And this is my partner Agent Batyn. We’re with Starfleet.”

The old man cocked his head. “I’m afraid I’m not familiar with that particular organization, but I don’t have much time to track everything you muggles are doing now.”

“This is unbelievable,” Dallas said exasperated. “Wake up and join the 24th century!”

“Twenty-fourth!” Harry, Ron, and Hermione exclaimed.

“Oh dear,” Dumbledore said, taking off his pointy hat for a moment and running a hand through his white hair. “I suppose that answers the when…and it would explain how Mister Batyn could be an alien.”

“Yeh’re not serious!” Hagrid said.

“Quite so. Mister Potter, it appears that your Temporus incantation was not only misdirected but also a tad overpowered.”

“The 24th century,” Harry repeated, stunned.

“Wait,” Dallas said. “When is this?”

“The late 20th century,” Dumbledore replied. “But don’t worry. We’ll find a way to send you home. Can you tell me what happened just before you were brought here?”

“We were chasing a smudge,” Batyn said.

“Blur!” Dallas insisted. She pulled her padd out of her shoulder pack and activated it. It sputtered for a moment, then died. Dallas let out an exasperated sigh, then put the non- functional padd down on the table.

“You’ll find that muggle technology does not work on the grounds of Hogwarts,” Dumbledore said.

“No offense, sir, but what the hell is a muggle?” Dallas said. “I’ve been called it constantly since we got here!”

“Simply a person who is not magically inclined.”

“Magic, huh?”

“Yes.”

“Sure,” Dallas said, skeptically.

“How else would you explain three teenagers incapacitating you?” Dumbledore asked.

“They have magic wands,” Batyn said, completely unfazed, drawing yet another angry glare from his partner.

“Please continue with your story,” Dumbledore said, gesturing to Dallas.

“Okay. The Planetary Cartography Division noticed that a small section of England has been blurry…”

“Smudged,” Batyn interjected.

“BLURRY on our satellite picture for years. In fact, as far as we can tell, the blur goes as far back as we have satellite data.”

Dumbledore smiled. “That would be Hogwarts. It’s nice to know that we’re still around in four hundred years, not that I had any doubts. Our muggle protections prevent your satellites, or anything else for that matter, from photographing us.”

“Well, the jig is…er…will be up,” Dallas said. “Batyn and I were sent to investigate, and we would have found this place.”

“Not to contradict you, Ms. Dallas, but if it had not been for Mister Potter’s miscast incantation, you and your partner would have suddenly found yourselves remembering something else that you urgently needed to do. It is part of our protection.”

Dallas shook her head. “None of this matters. Just send Batyn and I back to our runabout, and we’ll leave it at that.”

“Believe me, I intend to do just that. However, properly preparing and targeting such a spell requires time, which means that you will have to remain here.”

“For how long?” Dallas snapped.

“A day should suffice. Hagrid’s cabin is a bit cramped, but I think he can find room for Mister Batyn.”

“I’m just fine here,” Batyn said, leaning back in the chair. “Unless you have a big tank somewhere I could use.”

“We have a lake,” Hagrid offered.

“I’ll stay here,” Batyn said with a shudder.

“You may stay with Miss Granger,” Dumbledore said to Dallas. “But we can’t have you roaming about Hogwarts in your current condition.”

“What condition?”

“You are an adult muggle, which will draw unwanted attention. No one is to know that you are here. The fact that a muggle has managed to gain entry to Hogwarts would raise many eyebrows that do not need to be raised. We’re fortunate that this is Spring Break, so fewer people are about. It also makes it far easier to disguise you.”

“Disguise me? How?”

Dumbledore pulled a vial of liquid and the hairbrush Hermione had given him earlier out of his robes. “Polyjuice.”

“Poly-wha?”

“Polyjuice.” Dumbledore picked a hair out of the hairbrush and dropped it in the liquid. “Once you drink this, you will take on the appearance of one of our students for precisely one hour. That should give you sufficient time to reach Miss Granger’s room.” He looked over at Hermione. “I trust a bed is available in your room.”

“Yes. My roommates went home for Spring Break.”

“And whose hairbrush is this?”

“Parvati Patil’s. It was the only one I could find quickly.”

“That will be fine,” Dumbledore, swirling the slightly bubbling liquid. “Here you are then.” He handed the vial to Dallas. “Down the hatch, as it were.”

Dallas looked at the vial for a few moments, unsure whether she should follow Dumbledore’s directive. She’d seen some weird things since teaming up with Batyn, but magic? That was stretching it a bit.

On the other hand, she couldn’t begin to explain how she and Batyn had gotten to Hogwarts in the first place, why their equipment wouldn’t work, or, most annoyingly, how she’d been zapped unconscious by a stick.

Dallas shrugged and tossed the liquid to the back of her throat, then quickly swallowed, trying not to taste it. She waited.

And waited.

“I don’t feel any different,” she said finally, then clapped her hands quickly over her mouth. That wasn’t her voice. And her sleeves were a lot longer than they’d been a few seconds earlier. She pulled her hands out of the sleeves. Those weren’t her hands.

“This is a good look for you,” Batyn remarked.

“We’ll see to it that you are kept supplied with polyjuice during the day tomorrow,” Dumbledore said. “You’d best get Agent Dallas back to Gryffindor,” he added, gesturing to the students. They quickly got up from the table and led Dallas out of the cabin and across the grounds toward the castle.

“Wait. What’s a Gryffindor?” she asked, desperately trying to keep from getting tangled up in her pants legs, which were now a few inches too long, as she chased after Harry, Ron, and Hermione.

“It’s our house,” Ron explained. “Every student at Hogwarts lives in one of the four houses. The Sorting Hat assigns first years to a house as soon as they arrive.”

“Sorting Hat?”

“It’s a talking hat,” Harry said. “Don’t worry, Agent Dallas. I thought it was all strange when I first arrived, too, but now it’s perfectly normal.”

“I don’t see that EVER happening,” Dallas said as the group reached the doors of the castle and slipped inside.

In the dark, Dallas was able to see very little of Hogwarts. She could tell that the entrance hall was absolutely enormous and that the main staircase in the hall was made from marble. After that, she was quickly reduced to hanging onto Hermione’s robe in the dark as the foursome made their way through the corridors and up the stairways of the school. Finally, on the seventh floor, Harry and the others led Dallas up to a painting of rather portly woman wearing a pink dress.

Dallas was about to ask why they were standing there when the woman in the painting moved.

“What? Who’s there?” the woman exclaimed.

Ron looked back at Dallas, then whispered something to the woman in the painting. A moment later, the painting swung open, allowing the group to crawl through a round hole into a fairly nice sized sitting room completely with tables, comfy-looking chairs, and a fireplace.

“Welcome to Gryffindor Tower,” Harry said. “Sorry about the secrecy back there, but only Gryffindors can know the password to give the Fat Lady.”

“It’s okay,” Dallas said numbly, looking around. This was a far cry from her spartan dorm from her days in Starfleet Intel training.

“We’re the only three Gryffindors who stayed for Spring Break, so you can move around freely in here even after the polyjuice wears off,” Hermione added. “But I’m going to bed.”

“Me too,” Ron said. “Tonight completely shot my nerves.”

Hermione headed toward one of the doors off of the sitting room. “Just come in here and use an empty bed whenever you get sleepy,” she said to Dallas.

“Thanks.”

Ron, meanwhile, headed through another door on the opposite side of the room, leaving Dallas and Harry alone.

“Don’t stay up just because of me,” Dallas said, sliding into one of the thick armchairs and letting out a sigh. That was one comfortable chair. “I may be up a while. It’s only 1300 as far as I’m concerned…and I don’t think I could sleep anyway.”

“It’s okay,” Harry said, sitting in a chair opposite her. “I don’t think I can sleep either right now.”

“It didn’t seem like your headmaster was mad, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“Nothing like that. It’s just…I’ve seen a lot of things since I started at Hogwarts, but I’ve never met anyone from the future.”

“You want to know what it’s like?” Dallas said.

“Sure!”

“Well…let’s see. Earth is very nice. We don’t have crime or war or anything like that. If you’re hungry, you get food out of a replicator. We have spaceships, but most people on Earth get around using shuttles, hovertrams, or transporter beams…that’s where a device takes you apart down to your component molecules, then rebuilds you somewhere else.”

Harry grimaced. “Sounds painful.”

“It tingles a little, but that’s all.”

“So what do you do exactly?”

Dallas shifted a little in her chair. “Um…Agent Batyn and I…well…we work for a group called Starfleet. We protect the Federation…our government. We have a couple hundred member planets. Anyway, we protect the Federation from threats. Batyn and I work for an intelligence group, and we investigate strange occurrences that could be potentially dangerous.”

“Like smudges on photos?”

“Blurs…but yes,”Dallas said. “What about you? You’re studying to be a…”

“Wizard.”

“Gotcha. And what do you do with that once you graduate?”

“Well…there’s a lot of places I could go, I guess. I could work for the Ministry of Magic, maybe play Quidditch professionally.” Harry saw the look of confusion on Dallas’ face. “It’d take too long to explain, but it involves flying on broomsticks.”

“Ooookay.”

Harry thought for a moment. “Or I guess I could teach here one day.” He started laughing. “Now that would be something.”



Back in Hagrid’s cabin, Agent Batyn settled deeper into the armchair he’d picked for the night. Hagrid had offered to find him a cot or something, but Batyn was fine with the chair. It was an interesting change from floating in a tank of water. He had just about drifted off to sleep when Hagrid’s spoke up from his bed.

“Mister Batyn?”

“Yes?” Batyn replied tiredly.

“Yeh’re an alien, right?”

“To you.”

“Are all aliens…fishy?”

“I’ve seen everything from snarling lizard-bug things to rocks that can think and move to singing globs of ooze. Then there’s the mind controlling cockroaches…planet-eating amoebas…vampire clouds…things that will suck the salt right out of your body leaving you as this horrible, desiccated shell of a man!” Batyn stopped. “There’s more, but I don’t want to scare you. Good night, Hagrid.”

“G’night,” Hagrid replied. But he didn’t think he was going to be sleeping again for a long LONG time.

Unnoticed by either man, Dallas’ padd, which was still laying face down on the table, began to flicker. With each passing moment, the power stayed on longer and longer and longer and…



Agent Dallas spent most of the next morning cooped up in the Gryffindor Tower, not that cooped up really fit the situation. It was more than enough room for her, Harry, Ron, and Hermione, but Dallas was anxious to get out and see Hogwarts in the daytime.

It seemed, however, that Dumbledore was far too busy studying Harry’s wand, which he’d borrowed the night before in order to reverse the Temporus spell, to bother with sending a new dose of polyjuice for Dallas. Harry headed out of the tower to go see Dumbledore and also round up some breakfast from what he described as “the House Elves.”

In the meantime, Hermione and Ron kept Dallas entertained with some of the spells that they’d learned during their time at Hogwarts. The light show wasn’t much better than some of the acts Dallas had seen on Bransonis, but when they got to some of the more interesting hexes and such (which they quickly reversed), things got interesting. With a single word, Hermione had been able to cause Dallas’ front teeth to grow to the point that they were almost touching the ground, then Ron hit her with a Cheering Charm that made her so happy that she didn’t care that she could now trip over her teeth.

Finally, after fixing Dallas’ teeth and calming down her giddiness, Hermione aimed her wand at Dallas and stated “Impervius.” She then picked up a glass of water and tossed its contents at Dallas. The water seemed to hit an invisible barrier around Dallas and drip to the ground, leaving the agent completely dry.

“That’s amazing!” Dallas exclaimed.

“Yeah, but it only works with water,” Ron said.

“Ohhh,” Dallas said deflated. So much for her vision of magically protected Starfleet Officers wiping out the Borg.

Harry returned a few minutes later, carrying a large tray full of steaming food, which Dallas was more than happy to take off of his hands. “Dumbledore only had enough polyjuice left for three more hours,” Harry said as the group sat down to eat. “He wants you to save one dose for tonight, but that means we have two hours. It’s not a lot of time, but is there anything you really want to see?”

Dallas thought back to the conversation she had with Harry the night before as he described his life and his time at Hogwarts to her. One thing kept pushing itself to the front of her mind.

“Flying broomsticks,” she mumbled through a mouth-full of exquisite sausage.

Harry smiled. “I think we can arrange that.”

After they finished eating, Dallas tossed down another dose of polyjuice, then slipped into some clothes that Hermione let her borrow.

“Wait!” Harry called as the group started to head out of the Tower. “Let me get my Firebolt!” He dashed back to his room.

“What’s a Firebolt?” Dallas asked.

“Only the fastest, most maneuverable broomstick ever created,” Ron said. “Harry was great at Quidditch before he got the Firebolt, but now he’s unstoppable!”

“Here’s the unstoppable one now,” Hermione remarked as Harry returned carrying what indeed appeared to be a fairly average broomstick.

But outside on the Quidditch field a short time later, Agent Dallas saw that the Firebolt was anything but ordinary. Harry held his broomstick up beside him, then let it go. Instead of falling to the ground, the Firebolt hovered in mid-air. Harry climbed onto the broom, then in an instant zipped away at an astounding rate.

“Zero to 150 miles per hour in ten seconds,” Ron said from beside her. Harry, meanwhile, performed several graceful turns and loops, then sent the Firebolt into a steep dive, pulling up mere inches from the ground and sailing up again until Dallas lost him in the glare of the sun. Almost instantly, he sped up beside her from behind and came to a stop.

“What do you think?” Harry asked, beaming.

Dallas shook her head and laughed. “Amazing. I don’t think we even have anything that can do that in the 24th century. Of course, we also don’t have brooms anymore.”

“Then how do wizards play Quidditch?” Ron asked.

“I’m sure they still have brooms somewhere,” Hermione said. “The muggles just don’t know about them.”

“But somehow we get by,” Dallas said sarcastically.

“Do you want to get on?” Harry asked, scooting forward so that there was enough room for Dallas.

Dallas eyed the broom for a moment. She knew she should refuse. The last thing she needed to be doing was risking her neck flying around on a stick of wood with some teenager.

She climbed on anyway.

Harry eased the broom forward as Dallas held on, trying to get some idea as to how he was controlling the thing. It almost seemed to be telepathic. She quickly stopped caring about how Harry was doing it as he took the broomstick up higher, above the treeline, giving Dallas a birds-eye view of the countryside.

“That’s Hogsmeade over there,” Harry said, pointing to a small village in the distance. “We get to go there on weekends sometimes.”

“Harry?”

“Yeah?”

“Can we go faster?”

“Sure thing,” Harry said. The Firebolt shot forward, sending wind whipping through Dallas’ hair. The feeling was somehow very soothing. She’d spent most of her life on space stations or in the runabout. Sure, her assignments took her to planets occasionally, but Dallas couldn’t remember ever just sitting back and feeling the sun on her face and the wind zipping by. She could have stayed on the broom for hours.

Unfortunately, her time was up all too soon. Harry brought the Firebolt to a stop by Ron and Hermione, then the group raced back into the castle, making it through the Fat Lady’s painting and into the Gryffindor Tower with only moments to spare before Dallas returned to her normal form.

“I’d better change,” she gasped as Hermione’s clothes struggled to stay together on a woman who was now far too tall and developed to be wearing them.

“Please,” Hermione said unhappily, gesturing for Dallas to head back into the bedroom.



Soon after night fell, Dumbledore sent for Dallas and the others. The summons itself almost scared Dallas to death. The fireplace suddenly flared to life, sending flames billowing upward. A moment later, Dumbledore’s head appeared in the flames, rather nonchalantly requesting their presence down at Hagrid’s cabin.

Harry, Ron, and Hermione seemed completely unfazed by the flame-o-gram or whatever it was, so Dallas quickly tried to hide her shock and alarm. She may have been a “muggle,” but she didn’t have to act like a complete rube…even if these were the most amazing things she’d ever seen in her life.

She dumped the last dose of polyjuice down her throat and, after rolling up her pants and sleeves, followed the others back out of the hole.

They reached Hargid’s just as Dumbledore, Hagrid, and an annoyed-looking Batyn exited the cabin. “So how was your day?” Dallas asked smugly.

“I fed things,” Batyn muttered.

“What kind of things?”

“Icky things.”

“He’s got a way with the animals,” Hagrid said proudly.

“Only because I couldn’t GET away from the animals,” Batyn said.

“You’ll be away soon enough, Mister Batyn,” Dumbledore said. “I have carefully studied Mister Potter’s wand and am fairly certain that I will be able to return you both to your time and place of origin.”

“Not soon enough,” Batyn said.

“Do you have all of your belongings?” Dumbledore asked.

“I didn’t come with much,” Batyn said. “What about you, Dallas?”

“Did you get the padd?”

“Hang on,” Batyn said, rolling his bulging eyes tiredly then trudging back into Hagrid’s cabin.

Hagrid laughed. “He’s puttin’ on quite a show for yeh. Earlier, you couldn’t get him away from Fang.”

“That’s because Fang was trying to eat my leg,” Batyn groused, walking back out with the padd.

“I guess Fang likes seafood,” Dallas said, taking the padd away from Batyn. She flipped it over and realized that it had been left on. She moved to turn off the image of the blurred satellite image, then stopped.

“I thought muggle technology wouldn’t work at Hogwarts,” she said confused.

“It won’t,” Dumbledore replied.

“Then explain this,” she said, turning the padd to face the aged wizard.

“Oh dear.”

“Wait,” Hermione said. “Didn’t somebody write once that a significantly advanced technology would be indistinguishable from magic? Maybe this is proof.”

“Indistinguishable to a muggle perhaps, but not to magic,” Dumbledore said, thoughtfully. “I honestly don’t know what to make of it. I’ll have to look into the matter once Agent Dallas and Agent Batyn are home. Step over there if you would.” Dumbledore gestured to a spot several feet away.

“Like I said, the sooner the better,” Batyn said.

Dallas turned to Harry, Ron, and Hermione. This wasn’t the sort of thing she was good at. Normally, she blew into an area, did her job, then left. Goodbyes really weren’t a part of it. But she felt she needed to say something.

“Thanks…this has been interesting.” She thought back to the ride on the Firebolt and smiled. “Who am I kidding? It’s been amazing!”

“I’m glad somebody enjoyed this fiasco,” Batyn muttered.

Dumbledore pulled out his own wand and pointed it at the two agents. “Temporus!” he cried. A blast of energy seared out of his wand toward Dallas and Batyn…

…then fizzled out into nothingness as soon as it reached them.

From Harry, Ron, Hermione, and Hagrid’s gasping and gaping mouths, Dallas gathered that this was not the way things were supposed to happen. Dumbledore actually looked more than a bit surprised himself.

“I do not understand that at all,” he said, looking at his wand.

Batyn whipped out his tricorder.

“What good is that going to do?” Dallas demanded.

“Our technology works, then magic fails. I don’t think it’s a coincidence,” Batyn replied. The tricorder hummed to life, scanning the area as Hagrid and the students rushed over to see the muggle technology in action.

“Hmmm…” Batyn said.

“What is it?” Dallas asked.

“I can’t see anythin’ but a bunch of squiggles,” Hagrid said.

“For some reason, I can’t scan out more than a couple of centimeters beyond the tricorder. Reality just seems to stop.”

Dallas’ frowned in confusion.

“I still don’t understand how it could work at all here,” Hermione said. “The anti-muggle protection should prevent it.”

“Unless…we’ve created a pocket of muggle inside Hogwarts,” Dallas said.

“A pocket of muggle?” Batyn scoffed.

“We were brought here unexpectedly by magical means, so maybe since our equipment didn’t go through the anti-muggle protections normally or in a controlled manner, the spell was counteracted. Or maybe the spell is having problems with our future technology. Or maybe…”

“We get the point,” Batyn said. “But if you’re right, what do we do? Leave everything here? Can we say Prime Directive Violation?”

“That may not be necessary,” Dumbledore said. “Harry, there is a wardrobe inside my chamber. Open it and look for a burgundy cloth bag on the top shelf. Bring it back as fast as you can.”

“Yes, sir,” Harry said. He ran off as fast as he could, returning with the bag in question inside of ten minutes.

“Place your devices in here,” Dumbledore said, handing Dallas the bag. She placed her shoulder pack inside it as well as her hand phaser and commbadge. Batyn did the same with his equipment, then drew the bag’s drawstring closed. “This bag is enchanted, which will hopefully resolve this ‘muggle pocket.’ We do have one minor issue, though.”

“The bag,” Harry said.

“Precisely. We cannot allow a magical item to remain in the hands of muggles, no matter what century they’re from.”

“I’ll go with them,” Harry said. “You could pull me back, couldn’t you?”

Dumbledore smiled. “Of course. Two minutes after you depart…no matter where you are, I’ll bring you home.” He glanced at Dallas as he said these last words, his eyes twinkling. She nodded, understanding.

Harry stepped over to join Dallas and Batyn. “Let’s go,” he said, his voice betraying a bit of nervousness.

Dumbledore once again pointed his wand. “Temporus!” Another blast of energy shot out of the wand, this time surrounding Dallas, Batyn and Harry. Dallas once again felt the queasiness in her stomach. Less than a second later, a black vortex opened up behind them, sucking all three inside.



After another disorienting trip through time, Dallas and Batyn were plopped roughly onto another grassy field. Harry fell out of the vortex a half-second later, landing on top of the agents.

“You humans are even heavy as children,” Batyn gasped.

“Get up,” Dallas said quickly, scrambling to her feet.

“What’s your hurry?” Batyn asked. Harry, meanwhile, had stood up and was staring, open-mouthed, at the Runabout Pee Dee.

“Is that a spaceship?” he asked.

“Yes. And we’ve got less than two minutes,” Dallas said, grabbing Harry by the arm and dragging him up the ramp into the runabout. Batyn walked in after them as Dallas led Harry to the co- pilot’s seat, then sat down in the pilot’s seat herself and activated the engines.

“What the hell are we doing?” Batyn demanded, closing the hatch.

“Just empty that bag and give it to Harry,” Dallas said. The Pee Dee rose off of the grass as Batyn threw himself into the nearest empty chair. He was lucky he did. As soon as the runabout cleared the ground, Dallas pointed the craft almost straight up and fired the thrusters, pushing her, Harry, and Batyn back against their seats.

Dallas’ eyes shifted rapidly between the runabout controls and the countdown timer she’d activated. “Come on. Come on,” she chanted softly.

Finally, blue skies gave way to blackness as the runabout cleared the atmosphere and rose up into the space above Earth. Harry’s eyes widened at the scene before him. The massive mushroom-shaped Spacedock loomed ahead as several small craft and shuttles zipped back and forth between Earth, the Moon, Spacedock, and McKinley Station. The Spacedock bay doors slowly opened to allow a Galaxy-class starship to gracefully slip out into the void of space.

Harry just started for several moments, then finally spoke. “This is…” He smiled slightly. “Amazing.”

Dallas took the now-empty enchanted bag from Batyn and handed it to Harry. “I just wanted to return the favor,” she said. Harry opened his mouth to reply, but vanished in a swirl of black before he could speak.

“And that takes care of that,” Batyn said. “Except for the little matter of what we’re going to tell Planetary Cartography.”

“The truth,” Dallas replied. “The blur was caused by a spell.”

“Oh yeah. That will go over well,” Batyn said, getting up from his seat and heading toward the rear of the runabout.

“You need more magic in your life, Batyn.”

“I’ve had more than enough, thank you,” he called as he left the room.

Dallas switched the runabout to autopilot, closed her eyes, and leaned back in her chair, letting her mind drift back to the simple pleasure of riding a broomstick.
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STARDATE 51967.3

ALPHA CENTAURI ZEPHYRIS CITY



Cadet Karen Acairno looked at the large striped circus tent standing before her and frowned. “This is better than a bar?” she said skeptically. After coming all the way to Alpha Centauri to spend their three day weekend away from the Academy, the last thing Acairno wanted to do was watch some clowns throw confetti at each other.

“Come on, Karen,” Cadet V’ziin, her Andorian roommate, said encouragingly. “It’ll be different.” Her boyfriend, Cadet Raoul Garsanza nodded in agreement as the pair stepped forward toward the grinning Yridian taking tickets.

“We’ll have fun,” Cadet Jorgan Maas, the Hytellian serving as Acairno’s date for the evening, added.

“Wait. Don’t we need tickets first?” Acairno asked.

“It’s Starfleet night,” V’ziin called back over her shoulder, sending her long white ponytail swinging into Raoul’s face. He caught it in his teeth and tugged playfully. “Don’t start something here you don’t want to finish, Garsanza,” V’ziin threatened.

“We may be a bit much to qualify as family entertainment,” Raoul replied after releasing the ponytail. The couple practically started devouring each other with their lips.

“Animals,” Acairno muttered, shaking her head as she passed the guard and entered the tent. Loud music blared from an actual brass band playing in a small area just away from the three rings laying on the sawdust floor of the tent. Above it all, a hologram reading “The Crazy Condor Circus” hovered in mid-air.

“Wow. They really go all out,” Jorgan said impressed.

“Yeah. You’d think with all this they could come up with a better name,” Acairno replied.

“I don’t know. I like condors. Magnificent birds.”

“Never seen one.”

“You should. They’re striking, powerful creatures with the ability to…”

“Woah,” Acairno interrupted. “No offense, Jorgs, but I’m not getting anything out of the bird talk.”

“How would you like me to talk?” he replied suggestively.

“Talk that big guy into giving us some popcorn,” Acairno said, pointing at the vendor making his way through the stands with an actual snack tray strapped across his stomach. How retro.

The rest of the circus performance was equally retro. Dancing bears, a weightlifting bearded lady, Vulcan trapeze artists, a snotty French guy with some trained poodles. Through it all, Acairno found herself struggling to stay awake. She barely noticed when Raoul and V’ziin slipped away. Off to find a secluded spot where their moans and screams wouldn’t attract too much attention, no doubt.

“You don’t seem to be having a good time,” Jorgan said, leaning over to his date as the tumbling fire-jugglers worked through their routine in the darkened tent.

“This lighting is about to put me asleep.”

“I’m sorry the Condors aren’t for you.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Acairno muttered.

“Gotta hit the head,” Jorgan said, getting up and making his way out of the row.

“Yeah yeah.” Acairno took the opportunity to stretch out along the vacated bench and drift off for a brief nap.

She had no idea how long she slept, but Acairno woke up to a fully-lit tent and the audience milling out of the rows, down the aisles, toward the exits. Her companions were nowhere in sight.

Acairno quickly shot up and started looking around, soon standing up on the bench itself to survey the crowd. There were a few other groups of cadets who’d also decided to spend the long weekend on Alpha Centauri, but no sign of V’ziin, Raoul, or Jorgan.

She waited, allowing the crowd to clear out. Still no sign of them.

“V’ZIIN!”

“RAOUL!”

“JORGAN!”

“GUYS?”



STARDATE 51974.3

EARTH STARFLEET INTELLIGENCE KANTELOV ANNEX - SIBERIA



“Who the hell is Jimmy Hoffa, and why is he in a cement block in our basement?” Agent Samantha Dallas demanded as she burst through the door of the small office she shared with her Antidean partner, Agent Batyn.

Batyn looked up languidly from the padd he was perusing, gazing at Dallas with his bulging fish-eyes. “Who cares? Did you find the environmental controls?” Despite his calm exterior, Batyn was freezing. The Kantelov Annex was basically just a warehouse for evidence from various Starfleet Intel cases. The fact that Admiral Gitt had decided to assign Dallas and Batyn offices there gave Batyn a real clear idea about the regard Starfleet Intel had for their work.

Of course, Batyn didn’t have much regard for their work either. Chasing around dancing asteroids and invisible hairstylists wasn’t exactly the way to get anything resembling positive notice, not that Batyn cared. Before Starfleet Intel had assigned him to work with Agent Dallas, Batyn had been an official burn-out ready to just pack it in and open an algae farm back on Antide Three. Amazing what fifteen years of skulking around and being shot at could do to what was once an ambitious gung-ho attitude.

Now the only thing Batyn was gung-ho about was getting the heat in this freezer working properly. No living thing had been here in months, and if Batyn stayed much longer, he wouldn’t be living either. On the upside, at this temperature, he’d be fresh whenever he was discovered.

“Yeah yeah. I found it,” Dallas said, throwing herself into her desk chair. “It was right behind the head case.”

“There’s an insane person down there?” Batyn asked confused.

“No no. It’s a case of disembodied heads. A head case. Some decapitation rampage from a few decades ago.”

“Yummy,” Batyn muttered.

A loud chirping filled the air suddenly.

“What did you do now?” Batyn said.

“Me? Who says it was me?”

“Hmm…I haven’t left my desk. You’ve been mucking around in the basement. Who do you think screwed up?”

Another loud chirping.

“Computer, how soon do we have until this building explodes?” Batyn asked resigned to his doom.

“No explosion is imminent. However, the woman outside appears to be approximately fifteen seconds away from the onset of hypothermia.”

“What?” Dallas exclaimed, leaping up from her chair and racing toward the main door of the Annex.

“I’ll just wait here, if you don’t mind,” Batyn said. He could feel a gentle wave of heat rising through the room. Much better. Once he installed a sleeping tank in one of the spare rooms (of which there were many), this place would be almost livable…until Dallas dragged him off on another ridiculous “assignment.”

Speaking of Dallas, she stepped back into the office a few seconds later, followed by a shivering Starfleet ensign. Dallas steered her to a chair, then ordered up a cup of hot chocolate from the replicator.

“Drink it slowly,” Dallas said, handing the ensign the steaming cup. “It’s got vodka in it. For some reason, the replicator puts vodka in everything.”

“Because I am Russian!” the replicator shouted.

“Can it, you!” Dallas snapped over her shoulder at the offending device. She turned back to the ensign. “What can we do for you?”

“Are you Agent Dallas?”

“I am. This is my partner, Agent Batyn.”

Batyn raised a long blue hand in a half-hearted wave without looking up from the display of the latest AAN (Antidean Aquatic News) report on his padd.

“My name is Kelly Derrman. I work in Starfleet’s Personnel Office,” the ensign said hesitantly. “I’m here because…my family is from Sherman’s Planet, and Dad said you and your partner managed to deal with a strange problem they were having.”

“You could call it that,” Batyn remarked. Sherman’s Planet had been the site of the invisible hairstylist attacks, a matter Starfleet still didn’t know the whole truth about.

“Just ignore him,” Dallas said, scowling at her partner, not that he noticed.

“I just thought that…well…maybe you could help me.”

“Do you have a strange problem too?” Batyn asked. “Because we only deal with the strange. If it’s normal, Dallas won’t get anywhere near it.”

“I think it’s strange,” Derrman replied.

“Just tell me about it, and we’ll see if we can help,” Dallas said, leaning back in her chair.

Derrman took a deep breath, then began to speak. “I haven’t been in Personnel very long. Only about a year. I was stationed there right after I graduated from the Academy. It’s been pretty uneventful…until last week, anyway. That’s when my old Academy roommate, Karen Acairno, commed me. She, her new Andorian roommate, and a couple of other cadets went to Alpha Centauri for leave over the long Federation Day weekend. Karen came back alone.”

“They ditched her?” Batyn asked. “Tell me, Ensign, does your friend have a problem with offensive body odor? Does she talk too much? Pick her nose?”

“No. Nothing like that,” Derrman said. “And even if she did, V’ziin and the others would still return to the Academy. Right now, they’re AWOL and have been for almost a week.”

Dallas leaned in closer, interested. “Does Cadet Acairno have any idea where they could have gone?”

Ensign Derrman shook her head. “It’s like they just vanished. Karen wanted to know if I could see if anything had been put in their Starfleet personnel records, like a special assignment or anything, but they’re just AWOL. I did a little more digging and found that at least fifteen other cadets and officers have disappeared while on leave in the last year.”

“What does Starfleet have to say about this?” Dallas asked.

“That’s just it. They’re not saying anything. I pointed it out to my Lieutenant, and he took it to the Admiral in charge of Personnel. The Admiral evidently kicked it upstairs, then it died. I was told that it wasn’t my problem and to leave it alone. But Karen seemed so worried that I had to find out something for her. That’s when I remembered what my Dad told me about you and Agent Batyn, so I looked up your current posting, and here I am.”

“You and Dallas are going to get along wonderfully,” Batyn muttered. “Two people who can’t leave things the hell alone.”

“Is he always like this?”

“Only when he’s thawing,” Dallas replied. “But I’m thinking of having him filleted and broiled in a nice garlic butter sauce this evening.”

“Oh, har har,” Batyn said.

“Um…so…do you think you can help me?” Derrman asked.

Dallas stood up and began to pace the office. “I don’t know. It’s certainly not much to go on.”

“And Starfleet Command specifically said to leave it alone,” Batyn said firmly.

Derrman broke in again. “But it just seems so wrong. Three people go to a circus and disappear…”

Dallas’ eyes widened. “Wait! Did you say circus?”

The ensign nodded.

“We’ll start immediately.”

Batyn slammed his head against his padd. “Why did I know she was going to say that?” he moaned.



SIX HOURS LATER…

ALPHA CENTAURI ZEPHYRIS CITY



There she went again. Batyn could just make out Dallas’ head darting in and out of the crowd milling toward the exit of the Zephyris Transport Hub, which they’d been transported to after parking the Runabout Pee Dee in Alpha Centauri’s primary orbital docking facility. The Transport Hub, which handled all arrivals and departures from the Zephyris metropolitan area by ship or transporter beam, would have been where the Academy cadets arrived for their visit to the city.

Dallas didn’t seem to care a bit about that, though. She was just bound and determined to find out about the circus Ensign Derrman had mentioned. Considering Dallas’ past history, Batyn had a feeling he knew why. Just before being put on her current assignment, Dallas had become obsessed with the delusion that The Crazy Condor Circus was acting as a front for some sinister organization. The final straw had come when she trespassed into a cargo bay containing the circus troupe’s gear and blew up several poodles in the melee that ensued when members of the troupe found her. Dallas claimed to find crates of Starfleet-issue plasma conduit, but she had no proof, and, rather than risk another such incident, Admiral Gitt reassigned Dallas to look into the off-the- wall cases no self-respecting Starfleet Intel Agent would get anywhere near. And lucky Batyn got to come along for the ride.

“So how many poodles are going to have to die this time before the insanity ends?” he said, catching up to her with long strides.

“Mock me while you can, gill-breath. Very soon, this is all going to blow up big time!”

“Most likely right in your face.”

Dallas scowled and charged ahead, once again forcing Batyn to speed up to keep with her. “Are we even going to attempt traditional investigative techniques in this case?” he asked. “Or are you bound and determined to go shakedown some clowns?”

“Why the hell do you care?” Dallas snapped.

“Because I’d like to avoid being thrown into the brig for harassing some nice circus folk.”

His partner snorted. “You’ve obviously never had Matilda the Bearded Lady staring down at you.”

“I don’t think I want to.”

“Then maybe you should just let me handle this myself. I’ve dealt with these freaks before,” Dallas said as she and Batyn stepped out of the Transport Hub onto the streets of Zephyris proper.

“Hey. If you want me to get lost, just tell me to get lost.”

“Get lost.”

Batyn shook his head and chuckled. “If I’d known it was that easy, I would have done that months ago.” Dallas was already charging down the street. “Have fun, Dallas.”

Dallas’ hand shot up in the air displaying a one-fingered gesture Batyn was unfamiliar with, but the meaning was clear enough. Fine. If Dallas wanted to be that way about it, Batyn would just have to annoy her in the most satisfying way possible: solving the case himself.

After pulling out his padd, initiating a datalink with Dallas’ padd in her shoulder pack, and downloading all of the pertinent information given to them by Ensign Derrman, Batyn headed off to pursue his own line of inquiry.



The lot looked so innocent now, but Dallas knew that mere days earlier, The Crazy Condor Circus covered this ground with its tendrils of darkness and duplicity. Smuggling plasma conduits was one thing, but kidnapping Starfleet cadets put them into a whole new realm of evil.

Dallas was pulled out of her thoughts by a soft tugging on the sleeve of her jacket. She looked down to see a young Alpha Centaurian girl, no more than six, holding a pink teddy bear in her arm.

“They left,” the girl said, pointing at the empty ground where the big top once stood.

“Come on, Andila,” a woman, presumably the girl’s mother, called from the pedestrian walkway running past the lot.

“Do you know where they went?” Dallas asked before Andila could run off.

The girl shook her head. “Nuh unh. But Mommy won me my teddy there. See.” Andila held the pink bear up to Dallas.

“You got this at the circus?”

“Uh huh,” Andila nodded.

“Get back!” Dallas cried, snatching the bear away from the frightened child. Dallas slammed the teddy to the dirt and whipped out her hand phaser, vaporizing the stuffed animal in an instant. “You’re not laying an evil paw on this child’s head!”

“AHHHHHHHHH!” Andila screamed, immediately collapsing to the grass in hysterics as her mother rushed over frantically.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” the mother screamed at Dallas while crouching down to comfort Andila.

“The devil you know, ma’am. The devil you know,” Dallas replied, pocketing her weapon as she walked away.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”



Two Starfleet ensigns passed by Batyn hand in hand on their way out of Cochrane Court as he headed into the hotel. Cochrane Court almost exclusively served Starfleet clientele, mainly because most people visiting Alpha Centauri had no interest in being anywhere near a bunch of rowdy cadets and junior officers.

Batyn noticed a small sensor mounted just inside the door that was most likely transmitting to the front desk, informing them that he was not a guest and, based on his species, what his accommodation requirements would most likely entail.

Sure enough, the desk clerk was waiting for him with a broad smile as Batyn approached. “Good morning, sir,” the clerk said cheerily. “Welcome to Cochrane Court. We are well-equipped to serve our Antidean guests, so put your mind at ease.”

Now came the part that Batyn used to love, just to watch the reactions on people’s faces. He flashed his ID at the clerk. “Starfleet Intel. I have a few questions for you…” He looked at the clerk’s name tag. “Fetts.”

“O-O-O-Of Course,” Fetts stammered, his eyes wide with alarm. “How may I help you?”

Batyn pulled up pictures of Cadets V’ziin, Jorgan Maas, and Raoul Garsanza on his padd and placed it on the counter facing Fetts. “First off, tell me everything you know about these three.”

“And second…” Batyn thought for a moment. He really didn’t have anything else to ask right away, but now that he had stopped for a moment, he realized he was a bit drained from the trip. “And second, I think I’ll take you up on that room.”



“Wally!” Dallas exclaimed as the publi-comm booth inside the Transport Hub finally connected her to her requested party. Federizon was taking longer and longer to complete subspace comms…either that or Wally had just taken forever to answer.

“Dallas?” her sometimes informant said, his voice revealing his displeasure at receiving this particular comm. “Are you on a public comm unit?”

“Yes! I didn’t want to use the runabout comm system. They could be listening.”

“Oh of course,” Wally replied condescendingly. “THEY do that sort of thing, don’t they?”

“You can’t be too careful.”

“Is there an actual reason you’re pestering me, Sam? Or did you just want to swap paranoid delusions?”

“I need some information.”

“Skip ahead, Dallas. You always need information. That’s the only reason you comm me. You never just want to chat or anything, not that I have any interest in chatting with the likes of you. There are dust bunnies around here older than you.”

“Don’t they clean that place?”

“The POINT, Sam!”

“Where is The Crazy Condor Circus currently performing?”

The line went silent for a second. “You are comming me,” Wally said in measured tones, “to check on your evening’s entertainment!”

“This is serious, Wally. There’s more going on at that circus than meets the eye.”

“I don’t want to know. I don’t want to hear anymore. You’ve officially lost your mind.”

“The circus, Wally,” Dallas insisted.

“Hang on.” The line went silent as Wally checked his vast resources. “Vega Two. They’re appearing in conjunction with Vega Two’s Starfleet Appreciation Day celebration tomorrow night.”

“Thanks, Wally. I owe you.”

“Then pay me back by LEAVING ME THE HELL ALONE!”

Wally cut the channel, not that Dallas was paying much attention. She was already racing off to the nearest Simms Express counter to catch the next transport to the Vega System. If she left in the Pee Dee, Batyn might get suspicious and try to follow her, and his hindrance was the last thing she needed right now. This was between her and the Crazy Condors.



Just to set the record straight, Batyn was about as far from suspicious as you could get. In fact, he was unconscious. As soon as he’d entered his room at the Cochrane Court, he’d climbed into the oh-so-comfy-looking tank and fallen fast asleep, dreaming of the freshly-prepared plankton soup he planned to order from room service as soon as he finished his nap. Hmm…plankton. Maybe he could start a plankton farm back on Antide Three after he retired…whenever that ended up being.

Eight hours later, while Agent Dallas rocked impatiently back and forth in her none-too-comfortable seat on a Simms Express Transport to Vega Two, Agent Batyn finally emerged from his sleep, stretching slowly as he luxuriated in the simple sensation of sleeping in a quiet, comfortable place without the threat of Dallas bursting in on him at any moment to drag him along on some psychotic carp chase or another.

Of course, none of that meant that he had any intention of letting Dallas get the best of him on this case. She could run around like a crazy person all she wanted babbling about evil circuses, but he was going to engage in some real detective work.

After spending two hours in front of his room’s comm panel, his real detective work was done. The Zephyris hospitals and constabulary had all drawn blanks on the three missing cadets, and no one using their retinal scans had booked passage off of the planet. Kidnapping was still a possibility, but Batyn was having a very hard time getting a handle on a possible motive. No one had made any demands, which surely would have happened within the first week after the cadets had been snatched. It just didn’t make sense…

…which was probably why he and Dallas were now stuck with it.

Seeing that the sun had long since gone down, Batyn decided to pursue one final avenue of investigation. Being the sort of hotel it was, there would surely be a party of some sort going on in one of the rooms.

He stepped out into the corridor and heard a satisfying thumping. Yep. All he had to do now was follow the music.



The Pakled’s sleeping body once against slumped against Dallas, smashing her into the side of the transport. She shoved, futilely trying to push his large frame back into his own seat.

“WAKE UP!” she screamed finally.

The Pakled’s eyes opened languidly, looking up at Dallas from a position uncomfortably close to her lap.

“I am sorry. I did things that made me tired,” the Pakled said without moving.

“I think I have a way to help you. May I?”

“You would do things to keep me awake? Please.”

“You got it.”

The Pakled suddenly screeched in agony and frantically tried to get as far away from Dallas as possible as she viciously poked her fingers into his eyes.

“Awake now, big boy?”

“You do things that make me hurt,” the Pakled whimpered.

“Stay in your own damn seat, and it won’t happen anymore.”

“You are bad.”

“Damn right.”

The Pakled lumbered out into the aisle, taking up position in another empty seat a few rows away as Dallas stretched her legs out across the now-vacated chair next to her.

Much better.



Batyn localized the source of the music three floors above his room. Of course, even if the room in question had been absolutely music-free, Batyn still would have known something was going on. The door to the room was open, allowing a free-flowing stream of Starfleet cadets and junior officers to come and go as they pleased while the music pulsed at levels sure to damage the hearing of most humanoids.

Two Antidean ensigns standing outside of the room holding mugs of beer spotted Batyn as he approached and raised their hands in a wave. “Oh yeah! Now we officially outnumber the Hortas!” one of the ensigns exclaimed. “Where are you stationed, bud?”

“Intel,” Batyn replied casually.

The ensigns’ eyes bulged appreciatively. “Woah. How is it?”

“It’s a job,” Batyn said with a shrug. “Were either of you here last week?”

“No…wait. Are you working a case right now?!?” the other ensign said in awe.

“Shhh,” Batyn said, putting a finger to his lips. “Help a fellow fish out?”

“Talk to Darla. It’s her room. Has been for months, evidently. She opens it up every single night for this party.”

“So she’s not Starfleet, I take it.”

“Nah. Rumor is she was an officer groupie for a while, then took up with some scientist. After she got bored with him, she came here.”

“I can see the draw,” Batyn said flatly. The ensigns didn’t pick up on his sarcasm. “Is Darla inside?”

“Yeah, bud.”

“Thanks. I’ll bring you back a couple of new beers.”

“Stellar.”

Batyn moved away from his fellow Antideans and slipped into the room itself. The furniture had been pushed to the far corners of the room, except for the bed frame, which was now leaning upright against the wall. Its mattress sat underneath the window at the far wall where an exceptionally well-constructed human woman with locks of flowing blonde hair lounged while several obviously-smitten cadets and officers gathered around her. If anyone looked to be in charge around here, it was her.

“Miss Darla?” Batyn asked after striding through the crowds of officers gathered at the replicator, old-fashioned keg, and the wet bar.

The woman looked Batyn up and down with a mixture of interest and revulsion. “I am Darla. No promises on the ‘Miss’ part.”

“I’m an agent with Starfleet Intelligence, ma’am. I’d like to ask you a couple of questions, if I could.”

“Not if any of them are going to get me in trouble for my…activities.”

“No, ma’am. As far as I’m concerned, you’re probably doing these young folks a service. Most Starfleet Officers I’ve run into are way too uptight.”

Darla smiled. “Then we’re of similar minds. Let me get you a drink, then we can chat.”

“Sounds like a win-win deal to me.”

Darla, much to the consternation of her crowd of admirers, rose gracefully off of the mattress, took Batyn by the arm, and led him over to the wet bar, which was currently manned by a young Orion. “Two whiskey sours,” she said. The Orion produced the drinks moments later while Batyn questioned Darla about the missing cadets.

He lost track of how many drinks he had over the course of the ensuing conversation. Finally, after telling Batyn what little she knew (She recognized the pictures of the missing cadets, but nothing about them stood out in her mind), Darla stopped Batyn as he drained yet another whiskey sour.

“I can’t believe you’re still standing,” Darla said. “We don’t use synthehol, and you’ve had…” She looked at the mass of empty glasses on the counter. “Twelve! Forgive me for saying so, but you drink like…

“A fish. Yeah. I get that a lot.”



Dallas was operating almost solely on adrenaline as she crept toward the field on Vega Two where The Crazy Condor Circus was busy erecting its tents and preparing for that night’s performance. Really, she should have slept on the transport to prepare herself for this, but the thought of finally getting the proof she needed to nail the Crazy Condors was too much to sleep through.

A small team of hovering mechbots tugged in unison on the massive support cables for the big top, fastening them into the ground with large stakes as inside the tent, the main support poles were maneuvered into position by another group of mechbots. Few actual people were in sight around the big top itself.

Agent Dallas moved in closer, passing by the oblivious mechbots and around the big top toward the landing site of the circus’ freighter. Large cargo modules from the freighter that had been adapted into temporary quarters and animal habitats had been positioned between the freighter and the big top, giving the Crazy Condors a virtual mini-city to mill about in. At this early hour, not much milling seemed to be taking place.

Voices approaching from her left forced Dallas to dive into the back of a hovercart full of sawdust, covering herself as best she could until the danger passed.

“Come on! No one’s going to care,” a male voice said insistently. “I’m bored!”

“Can’t you hold off for one s’narzzin day?” a female voice shot back. That obscenity. It was Andorian. Dallas risked poking her head up slightly and opening her eyes to see. Three figures were headed her way. One was definitely an Andorian female, and one of the remaining two had the right extreme height and lanky build to be Hytellian; although, it was hard to tell at this distance. Dallas held her position, waiting for more information. “You heard Cullers. We pick a couple more recruits at tonight’s show, then we’re going to the Nest.”

“So can you just sit it out, Jorgan?” the other male said. “Getting found now would be beyond stupid.”

Jorgan. Jorgan Maas. These were the cadets, but they hadn’t been kidnapped by The Crazy Condor Circus. They’d gone willingly. But why? And to where? And to do what?

And was this hovercart moving?

Oh yeah. It was moving. Right into the big top where a couple of Yridians with rakes waited. Dallas craned her neck slightly to see the front of the cart, where another Yridian worked the controls. He must have slipped on board while she was busy listening to the cadets.

As the cart slowed to a stop, Dallas waited for an opportunity to slip out unnoticed while the Yridians conferred, went for a coffee break, or did whatever it was Yridians did. Unfortunately, it was not to be. Almost as soon as the cart stopped, the cargo bed flipped upward, sending the entire pile sawdust and Dallas sliding onto the ground in the middle of the tent.

“Great garshat!” one of the Yridians exclaimed upon seeing a person fall out of the cart. Her cover blown, Dallas leapt to her feet, sending a shower of sawdust cascading back to the floor.

“Starfleet Intel,” she exclaimed. “Stay where you are or…” She suddenly broke down in a fit of coughing as dust billowed up and filled her lungs.

“Stay!…<cough>…freeze…<cough>…Hang on a sec. <cough cough COUGH!> Better. Like I was saying…” But the Yridians were already making a break for the exits, crying for help as they went.

“I said FREEZE!” Dallas shouted, pulling her hand phaser. She quickly got off two shots, nailing one fleeing Yridian in the back with a stun blast and narrowly missing another. Sounds of alarm went up throughout the compound.

Not good. And considering how large the big top was, there was no way she was going to make it out the opposite end before someone could get there and intercept there. She was going to have to make a stand, and that would require high ground. Dallas raced to the nearest support pole, high above which the mechbots had just completed stringing up the trapeze and netting, and started climbing, taking up position on the small platform used by the Flying T’Falls, The Crazy Condor Circus’ Vulcan trapeze act, just as several members of the circus troupe charged into the tent.

Maybe a confrontation wouldn’t be necessary. If they’d didn’t spot her, she could hide out until the coast was clear and…

“There she is!” Claude, the poodle trainer, exclaimed in his thick French accent, pointing up at Dallas.

So much for that.

“Come on down here,” Adrian Cullers, the Ringmaster (and ringleader of this gang of criminals as far as Dallas was concerned) called up to her. “You won’t be harmed.”

“Much,” Matilda, the hulking bearded lady famed for her waltzing and weightlifting, added menacingly.

Cullers ignored Matilda and continued. “My employees tell me that you said you were with Starfleet Intel. This wouldn’t happen to be Samantha Dallas, would it?”

“You’re damn right,” Dallas replied. “And I know all about the missing cadets, Cullers.” She’d never actually dealt with Cullers directly before, but she knew him all to well from her research on the circus. The man seemed oh so friendly and urbane, but Dallas was positive that underneath, a criminal mastermind lurked.

“I see you know who I am as well,” Cullers said. “At least we’re finally getting to meet in person. Why don’t you come down here so we can discuss matters privately?”

“Why don’t you come up here so I…”

Before Dallas could finish the sentence, a boot slammed into the side of her head, almost sending her plummeting off of the platform. Damn Cullers! He’d distracted her long enough for the Flying T’Falls to scramble up to the opposite trapeze platform and swing across to her.

Dallas recovered quickly, shaking off the blow and turning her phaser on the three Vulcans swinging through the air. She fired just as one Vulcan let go of his trapeze, flipping through the air until his female partner grabbed him from another trapeze. With a more steady target to shoot at, Dallas fired again, nailing the female partner and sending both Vulcans plummeting into the net below.

The third Vulcan was already in motion, heading Dallas’ way. She fired again, winging him in the hand. His stunned hand lost its grip on the trapeze, but the Vulcan had enough momentum to flip forward onto the platform beside Dallas.

Dallas fired again at point-blank range, sending a stun bolt slamming into the Vulcan’s gut. He grunted, then toppled forward toward Dallas, who bashed him on the side of the head with her forearm, which knocked him off the platform and into the netting below.

“That all you’ve got, Cullers?” Dallas taunted. A iron grip suddenly locked around her boot and yanked her backwards off of the platform. The one T’Fall that she hadn’t actually shot had managed to move across the netting and climb up the support pole to Dallas’ position.

She landed painfully on the Vulcan she’d just stunned, the impact knocking the breath out of her. Gasping for air, she watched helplessly as the final T’Fall leapt down at her from above. He tucked his body as he landed, immediately rolling toward Dallas. Faster than she could track his motion, the Vulcan’s hand lanced out and gripped her shoulder. And before she could think the words “Vulcan nerve pinch,” Dallas was unconscious.



All in all, this was turning out to be more like a vacation than an actual case. Batyn had been able to check into a perfectly comfortable hotel room and spend a good deal of the prior evening speaking with a human who actually didn’t annoy the hell out of him. Of course, the amount of alcohol he’d consumed might have helped in that regard.

The reality of his assignment reasserted itself early the next morning as Batyn was roused unpleasantly from a deep sleep by the incessant chirping of his wrist communicator.

He tiredly hoisted himself up over the edge of the tank and snatched the source of the ear-splitting noise off of his nightstand. “What?” he snapped after opening the channel.

“Incoming comm from Admiral Gitt’s office,” the voice of the Runabout Pee Dee’s computer announced flatly.

Wonderful. Batyn pulled himself fully out of the tank and stumbled over to the room’s comm panel. “Route the signal to the following console. ACX783S,” he said, reading the panel’s address off of its monitor.

“Acknowledged.”

A moment later, the Cochrane Court logo disappeared from the panel’s monitor and was replaced by an image of Admiral Gitt, the Bolian at Starfleet Intel who oversaw Dallas and Batyn’s assignment.

“Yes, Admiral,” Batyn said tiredly.

“Batyn! Where are you?” Gitt demanded.

“Alpha Centauri, sir. Agent Dallas and I are investigating the disappearance of three Academy cadets.”

“Disappearance? I never heard anything about this.”

“You could say the case was brought to our attention outside of the usual channels.”

“Is Dallas with you?”

“She’s pursuing her own line of investigation.”

“You mean she’s run off on her own again,” Gitt said. “Dammit, Batyn! You’re supposed to be partners!”

Batyn shrugged. “I’m not her babysitter.”

“This investigation is over. Find Dallas and get back here NOW!”

“Is something wrong? You seem edgy.”

“I am not.”

“Then why are you shouting so much?”

“Batyn!”

“See.”

“Just do it, Batyn. Gitt out.”

The Admiral cut the channel as Batyn let out a deep sigh. The plankton farm was looking better and better.



Upon regaining consciousness, Agent Dallas found herself tied to a chair in front of a large mirror in what appeared to be one of the cargo modules used by the circus as dressing rooms.

She tugged at the bindings attaching her wrists to the armrests of the chair but quickly realized it was useless. Her whole hands were encased in ropes, making it almost impossible to move her fingers, much less get a grip on anything to untie. Standard issue binders would have been far easier for her to deal with. But, of course, these circus freaks just had to go and use rope, way too much of it at that.

At long last, the door of the module opened, allowing four black clad individuals to enter the room. Wordlessly, they approached Dallas, moving all around her as they looked her up and down disconcertingly.

“I am an officer with Starfleet Intelligence,” Dallas said commandingly. “So unless all of you want to spend the rest of your short lives in a rehabilitation colony, I suggest you release me immediately. Are you listening to me? ANSWER ME!”

“I don’t think they will,” Ringmaster Cullers said, stepping into the module.

Dallas looked at the figures again. Black outfits. White faces.

“Mimes,” she spat disgustedly.

“Very talented ones, actually.”

“I’ll have to catch their act sometime,” Dallas replied sarcastically.

“Definitely,” Cullers said, sitting himself down in the swivel chair next to hers. “But first I thought we should talk.”

“About what? Assault? False imprisonment? Theft of Starfleet property? Encouraging cadets to go AWOL?”

Cullers chuckled. “That’s quite a list of charges you have there.”

“I don’t hear you denying them.”

“I was hoping to make this less adversarial. Matilda told me about you after she caught you rummaging through our belongings back on Tellar. I’m sorry I wasn’t there to meet you. Perhaps the lives of some innocent poodles could have been saved.”

“There wasn’t a damn thing innocent about those demon dogs,” Dallas said.

“Look, Agent Dallas. We’re a circus. We’re in the business of entertaining people. I just can’t begin to understand why you harbor this grudge against us.”

Dallas glared at Cullers. “Are you seriously going to continue to play innocent when I’ve seen evidence to the contrary with my own eyes?”

“But no one seems to believe you.”

“They will.”

“Perhaps. But first you’re going to give me one chance to show you our true natures.”

“I think I’ve seen enough,” Dallas said.

“I insist,” Cullers said, his eyes flashing even though his tone remained perfectly polite. “You said you’d have to catch our mime act sometime. Well, we’re going to do you one better. Tonight, you’re going to be a part of it.”

Dallas yanked against her bonds furiously. “If you think for one damn second that I’m…”

She was abruptly silenced as Cullers placed a small strip of metal on the front of her neck just below her chin, which immediately bonded in place. Dallas mouthed frantically, but no sound emerged.

“Mimes are silent, Agent Dallas,” Cullers said, rising from his chair. “Amazing how a small vocal disrupter patch can change the entire tenor of a conversation, isn’t it?” He turned to his mimes. “Prepare her for her big debut.”

Cullers turned on his heel and strode out of the module as the mimes descended on Dallas, completely ignoring her silent cries of protest.



After checking out of the Cochrane Court and making several unsuccessful attempts to comm Dallas, Batyn returned to the Transport Hub to try and track down his partner. The Pee Dee was still in the parking facility, so, if she’d left the planet, she’d taken an alternate form of transportation.

With the circus gone, the odds were high that that was exactly what had occurred. Before leaving his room at the hotel, Batyn had logged onto the Federnet to look up The Crazy Condor Circus’ touring schedule, but, oddly, the circus didn’t have an entry. Not even so much as a passing reference to it seemed to exist. Strange.

The Transport Hub was crowded with tourists arriving at Zephyris City and residents making arrangements to travel to other destinations on and off world. After checking with the ticket counters for Pan-Fed Spaceways and Trans Galactic Starcruisers for any sign of Dallas, Batyn got into line at the Simms Express counter behind a woman and a small girl who appeared to have been doing a great deal of crying.

He didn’t think much of the pair, instead focusing on the plankton farm of his dreams as he slowly made his way closer and closer to the counter as the ticketing agents dealt with their customers.

The woman and her sniffling child reached an agent, then soon after, Batyn was called up to the agent next to them.

“Welcome to Simms Express. May I help you, sir?” the Alpha Centaurian behind the counter asked.

“Starfleet Intel,” Batyn said, placing his ID down on the counter. “I need to know if someone booked passage in the last 24 hours.”

The agent’s eyes widened in alarm. “Y-yes. Of course. The name please?”

“Samantha Dallas.”

The agent immediately began checking his terminal. “She isn’t…dangerous, is she?”

“Usually only to herself,” Batyn muttered.

“But that’s an hour too late,” the woman at the next counter exclaimed.

“I’m very sorry, madam,” her agent replied.

“Mommy!” the girl wailed. “You promised me a new teddy!”

“I know, dear,” the mother said consolingly. “But the circus has gone far away.”

“Vega Two,” the agent said, pulling Batyn’s attention back to the present. “She should have arrived this morning.”

“Thank you,” Batyn said, retrieving his ID and moving away from the desk. He walked behind the woman and her daughter on his way to the transporter bays just as they turned to leave the counter themselves.

“But she zapped teddy!” the girl cried.

“I know. I know. She was a mean lady.”

Batyn stopped in his tracks. Dallas wouldn’t have incinerated a teddy bear, would she? Batyn sighed. She would. He turned back to the pair walking up behind him.

“Pardon me,” he said. “Did you say that a woman shot your teddy bear?”

“Uh huh!” the girl said firmly.

“Don’t speak with strangers, Andila,” the mother said.

“Starfleet Intel, ma’am,” Batyn said, flashing his ID. “Unfortunately, I have a feeling I know who hurt your bear. Human. Shoulder-length brown hair. About so high.” He held his hand up approximating Dallas’ height.

“That’s her!” Andila said, jumping up and down and pointing at the air under Batyn’s hand.

“Typical,” he muttered. “And I suppose you originally got that bear at The Crazy Condor Circus?”

“That’s right,” the mother said. “One of the Condors told us they were going to Vega Two next, I wanted to take Andila to the show there to get a new bear. But the transport doesn’t get there in time.”

Batyn sighed. He was going to have to clean up after Dallas again. “My runabout will,” Batyn said. “I’m on my way there.”

“Can we ride with the fish, Mommy? Please!!!” Andila said.

“We wouldn’t be interfering?” the mother asked.

“Not at all, Miss…”

“Gallian. Gallian Piteo.”

“Right this way, Miss Piteo,” Batyn said, gesturing for her and Andila to follow him. This pretty much covered his good deed for the decade, Batyn thought, cursing Dallas. But if that girl asked “Are we there yet?” so much as once, she was going straight out the airlock.



They’d done it. The stupid bastards had actually done it. Dallas stared at herself in the mirror, trying not to let the blank white visage staring back at her freak her out. Despite all of her efforts to contort her face or whip her head around while the mimes worked on her, they’d managed to complete her make-up job. As soon as she kicked Cullers ass and wiped this crap off, every single mime in the circus was due for a serious beating.

Another mime approached her holding a small, oddly curved shaped device. Dallas once again tried to move away, but the mime latched onto her head firmly and pushed the device into her ear canal.

“Good afternoon, Agent Dallas,” Adrian Cullers’ voice said suddenly. The damn mimes had fitted her with an earpiece receiver. As if being painted white wasn’t bad enough, she was now to be forced to listen to Cullers gloat.

“I hope you enjoyed your makeover. It’s so rare in this day and age that we find ourselves being fussed over by not one, but four eager souls, now isn’t it? You, of course, cannot respond, but I must admit that I find talking with you relaxing. Perhaps it is true that the only way we can truly thrive is if we have an adversary. You’re the only one I’ve encountered so far, and that will forever give you a special place in my heart.”

Lucky me, Dallas thought ruefully.

“My mute associates are going to untie you soon and give you something more comfortable to slip into. I wouldn’t recommend trying anything foolish, though. All four are highly trained in the Ralmec fighting disciplines, a silent but deadly martial arts technique. And even if, by some fluke, you were able to incapacitate them, the module itself is equipped with a rather potent security system. So will you be a good girl and do as I ask?”

Dallas nodded, her eyes cold with fury.

“I’d hoped as much. Proceed.”

The Ralmec mimes untied Dallas, handed her a black one piece leotard and a pair of white gloves and shoes, then gestured for her to step behind a privacy screen in the far corner of the room.

“Don’t worry, Agent Dallas,” Cullers voice said. “I would never be so ungallant as to indulge in voyeurism.”

Dallas’ fists involuntarily clenched. Unless she really felt like taking on a group of mute ninjas and a computer security system, she was going to have to go along with Cullers demands…for now. She had little choice but to bide her time until they made a mistake. All she had to do was be ready to capitalize on whatever opportunity was presented to her.



Mammalian species had a very odd idea of “entertainment,” Agent Batyn concluded as he sat on a bench wedged between two Vegans who were in dire need of either a shower or some stronger deodorant. How could watching some fool swing a whip around at a bunch of yipping dogs be considered the slightest bit entertaining? And the racket from the so-called band was giving him a splitting headache. Batyn just wanted to find Dallas and get the hell out of there.

Gallian and Andila, however, seemed to be having a wonderful time. They were seated in the row in front of Batyn, Andila clutching a brand new pink teddy that Batyn had grudgingly won for her at the ring toss booth outside the big top. He was quite sure that Gallian could have won it for Andila herself, but he still felt somewhat obliged to make up for whatever psychological trauma Dallas had inflicted on the poor girl.

Batyn applauded politely as Claude the poodle trainer and his Fifi Brigade finished up their routine, but inwardly he felt tense, wondering what new torment the Ringmaster had in store for them. He didn’t have long to wait. Ringmaster Adrian Cullers stepped back into the spotlight and announced the next act, drawing an anguished groan from Batyn. Mimes. Why did it have to be mimes?



Dallas knew that the Crazy Condors would make a mistake, and sure enough they did. After she changed into her mime costume, the Ralmecs needed to rebind her hands behind her back. Stupidly, they used the rope again. Dallas allowed them to get the first loop around, then tensed her muscles, pressing outward as hard as she could while the rest of the knot was tied. To the Ralmec mimes, the ropes appeared sung, but Dallas’ action gave her just enough wiggle room to work as soon as she untensed her muscles.

At that moment, she was riding in the back of a cartoony paddy wagon, which was being dragged into the center ring for the mime’s Keystone Kops act.

“The ending of this routine will really be quite spectacular,” Cullers’ voice said with its usual mix of charm and menace. “After the prisoner, namely you, attempts to escape and is recaptured after a hilarious chase, she will be placed into a special cage. Moments later, she’ll vanish, mystifying the Keystone Kops as to how she escaped. In reality, you’ll be instantly incinerated by an amazing little device mounted into the floor of the cell, but the audience doesn’t need to know the gory details, now do they?”

Dallas rolled her eyes as she continued to maneuver her wrists, working incessantly to free them.

“Now do try to make the chase exciting, Agent Dallas,” Cullers continued.

You’re going to have all the excitement you can handle, pal, Dallas thought, allowing herself a slight smile.



Subjecting a crowd to the “antics” of clowns was bad enough, but mimes were just a whole new level of pain and torment. Also, there were two loud people under the bleachers beneath his seat engaged in who knew what sort of activity. Batyn was tempted to say the hell with Dallas and get up and leave right then and there.

Unfortunately for him, the lights in the tent went completely out as a loud siren filled the air. The spotlight circled around, seemingly searching for something until it finally stopped on a group of mimes dressed in what Batyn assumed were supposed to be police uniforms. Behind them, a square-ish vehicle rolled along. Judging from the bars on the vehicle’s sides, Batyn concluded that it was for transporting prisoners.

He was proven right when, moments later, the mimes threw open the doors of the vehicle, and another mime with her hands tied behind her back leapt out, sending a flying knee into the crotch of the closest mime. Batyn’s interest grew. That knee shot was surprisingly realistic as was the agonized expression on the mime- cop’s face.

The lights gradually came back up, allowing the full action to be reveal. Additionally, a small cage had been dragged into the middle of the center ring. Hmmm…this may be entertaining after all.



Dallas jumped over the barrier around the center ring, her eyes darting around for some sign of that bastard Cullers. Meanwhile, the mimes tumbled and fumbled about, drawing large rounds of laughter out of the audience.

“I wouldn’t try for the exits, Dallas,” Cullers said in her ear. “The ticket takers tend to frown on performers leaving without putting in a full day’s work.”

She’d already come to a similar conclusion, so Dallas wasn’t all that bothered by Cullers’ remark. More worrisome was the fact that the mimes seem to have begun their pursuit in earnest, flipping and charging across the ring with surprising grace and speed.

“I am actually sorry you haven’t been able to speak during all of this,” Cullers continued. “The mind boggles at the witty repartee we could be exchanging at this very moment.”

At that moment, all Dallas wanted was to finish freeing her arms. In her present condition, she wouldn’t be able to avoid the mimes for much longer. Finally, she slipped her right wrist out of the bindings, then her left. With the rope in hand, she brought her aching arms around to her front and began running in earnest. Shaking off the stiffness in her muscles, she knotted the end of the rope into a large bundle, then turned, charging straight toward the nearest mime.

Surprised, the mime hesitated for a split second, which was just long enough for Dallas to swing the rope, sending the large knotted bundle slamming into the mime’s head, dazing it. Before it could recover, Dallas followed up with a flying drop kick. She landed on top of the prone and gasping mime, then, scrambling to her feet, sent him to dreamland with a swift kick to the head.

Triumphantly, she ripped the vocal disrupter off of her throat. “Where are those martial arts now, huh?” she taunted, then dashed off before the other Ralmecs could converge on her position.

“I see the game has changed,” Cullers said, obviously unhappy.

“And you’re the new grand prize, buddy,” Dallas replied.

“Play ball, Agent Dallas.”



Batyn leaned farther forward in his seat. That last melee had been way too realistic. And that stance when the “prisoner” took out the mime cop. It couldn’t be…could it?

The prisoner narrowly dodged a confrontation with two of the remaining mime cops after she tossed her rope, tripping the third mime, who fell forward, slamming his head against the barrier of the left ring with a thud that sent a gasp through the audience.

Then the prisoner flipper her hair back, revealing two blazing eyes. Oh great blobs of blubber! It was Dallas!

“Excuse me,” Batyn said urgently, standing up from the bench and pushing his way toward the aisle. He had to do something before Dallas completely spoiled the entire show.



Two down…two to go. Unfortunately, taking on both at once was proving to be a bit rough.

A boot slammed into Dallas’ back, launching her forward. She managed to grab onto a support pole and swing around it, quickly grabbing the front of the mime’s outfit and yanking him toward her. He smashed painfully into the pole and slumped to the sawdust floor, a trickle of red blood from his nose standing out against his white face as he rubbed his hands over his eyes to mime crying.

“Suck it up, you baby,” Dallas said, kicking him under the chin and sending him flying backwards into unconsciousness.

“I have to admit that I expected better from the Ralmecs,” Cullers observed in her ear.

“I could fight you instead,” Dallas replied.

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

“More than you’ll ever know,” Dallas said. Her gaze fell on a small gathering of people near the performers’ exit of the big top. Cullers was there, right next to the hulking Matilda.

Dallas started to run just as she heard faint footsteps charging up behind her. She didn’t react until the last possible second, when she suddenly stopped and kicked backwards, catching the final attacking mime in the knee, which cracked satisfyingly.

“AHHHHHH!” the mime screamed.

“So you can speak?” Dallas said amused.

The mime reverted to silence, but his angry gestures as he writhed on the floor spoke volumes.

Dallas ignored him and turned her attention back to Cullers. “You ready for the Greatest Asskicking on Earth?” she called.

“This isn’t Earth,” Cullers said.

“Details details.”

Matilda stepped in front of the Ringmaster, crossing her arms and waiting for Dallas. “One asskicking, coming up,” Matilda said menacingly.

“I’ll take both of you,” Dallas said confidently, increasing speed…

…and then she was suddenly scooped up into a strong set of arms.

“That’s enough of that,” Batyn said, restraining the struggling Dallas.

“NO! Let me go!” Dallas cried.

“Not likely.”

“I didn’t even hear you.”

“Run silent. Run deep,” Batyn replied. “Batyn to Pee Dee. Two to beam up. Energize,” he said into his wrist communicator.

“I’m coming back for you, Cullers!” Dallas screamed just before she and Batyn vanished in a flurry of molecules.



TWO DAYS LATER

EARTH STARFLEET INTELLIGENCE HQ



“Death by mime?” Admiral Gitt asked incredulously as he stared across his desk at Samantha Dallas. Batyn rolled his massive eyes and leaned back in his chair to get comfortable. At least he wouldn’t be the one getting dressed down this time.

“That was their plan,” Dallas said. She pointed at the earpiece sitting on Gitt’s desk. “And I’ve brought proof.”

“Proof of what? This is proof of nothing.”

“Cullers had that put in my ear.”

“The man runs a circus, Dallas. A CIRCUS! Clowns, elephants, laughing children. Does any of this ring a bell?”

“It’s the perfect insidious cover for anti-Federation activities.”

Gitt sighed. “Bear with me for a moment while I go over your record for the last few months, okay. You were seen chasing through the streets of Sherman’s Planet after an invisible hairdresser…”

“My report states that was nothing.”

“Uh huh. Then you hypnotized everyone at a subspace relay outpost…”

“That was a legitimate investigative technique.”

“How about getting yourself arrested on Waystation for trying to start a panic about giant lizard things?”

“The Flarn are real. Batyn can back me up on that one.”

Batyn grunted non-commitally.

Gitt ignored the comment and continued. “Fine. How about blaming a distortion in our cartography satellites on magic? Or harassing a simple circus repeatedly looking for who knows what?”

“I know what I saw, Admiral,” Dallas said. “And I won’t change what I believe.”

“You know what I believe, Agent Dallas,” Admiral Gitt said, leaning forward. “I believe you’ve lost your mind.”

“There’s no need to be nasty, sir.”

“No, I mean it. You’ve really lost your mind. And with that being the case, I’m having you committed to Tantalus V.”

“What?” Dallas exclaimed, rising from her chair as Gitt pressed a button on his desk panel. Almost instantly, two large Starfleet Security officers charged into the office and grabbed Dallas firmly by the arms.

“But it’s an evil circus!” Dallas shouted. “Evil. Evil!”

“You need help, Dallas,” Gitt said.

“Energize,” one of the security officers said after tapping his commbadge.

“EVIL!!!” Dallas screamed one last time before she and the officers dematerialized.

Gitt turned his attention to Batyn. “I’m sorry you had to witness that, Agent Batyn.”

Batyn shrugged. “No biggie. So what does this mean for me?”

“Nothing. Go back to work.”

“On the same cases?” Batyn asked unhappily.

“Absolutely. You’re performing a valuable service. Dismissed.”

The Antidean gloomily pulled himself out of his chair and trudged out of the office, his mind drifting to thoughts of a nice, quiet plankton farm back home.

As soon as Batyn was gone, Admiral Gitt wasted no time in activating his comm panel.

“Admiral Sulu’s office,” the image of Lieutenant Radley, Hitori Sulu’s administrative assistant said on the monitor.

“I need to speak with the Admiral on B Channel immediately.”

“Passcode.”

“Flock A, Nest 76.”

“Thank you.”

The image soon shifted to show Admiral Hitori Sulu seated behind a massive desk, an equally massive portrait of his famous ancestor, Hikaru Sulu, hanging on the wall behind him. “Admiral Gitt. I expected to hear from you,” Sulu said.

“Not surprising. You heard about the circus, I suppose.”

“No real damage done; although, I do wish that you’d have let them just kill Agent Dallas.”

Gitt shook his head. “With all due respect, Admiral. I’m not willing to be an accessory to homicide.”

“I trust you have handled the matter appropriately.”

“Samantha Dallas has been committed to Tantalus V. There she can spout off about the circus all she wants along with the other lunatics.”

“Admiral, that is simply beautiful,” Hitori Sulu said, a broad smile crossing his face. “And by the time she is released…”

“If she is released,” Gitt said.

“Of course. By that time, the Next Federation will have completed its ascendance. Excellent work, Hatchling 23.”

“Thank you, Condor. Gitt out.”



THE END
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“Stop touching me.”



“I’m warning you. Do NOT touch me again.”



“If you touch me one more time…”

“Clive, please stop invading Samantha’s personal space,” Dr. Rell Calandra scolded gently. “It’s time to listen to Rebecca.”

“That’s AGENT Dallas,” Samantha Dallas, recently of Starfleet Intelligence, said firmly, crossing her arms and leaning back in her chair.

“You’ve been with us for six months now, Samantha,” Dr. Calandra said to the woman sitting across the small circle of chairs from her. “It’s time to dispense with the formalities and get at who we really are.”

“I am Agent Samantha Dallas. Starfleet Intel. You will refer to me as Agent Dallas. And the rest of these psychos aren’t to refer to me at all.”

“Really, Doctor,” the black-clad man known only as Zero protested. “How long are we to suffer the continual abuse spewed forth by this wretched woman?”

“And it’s MY turn to talk,” Rebecca Singer, the woman seated next to Zero, insisted.

Dr. Caladra ignored them for the moment, focusing on Dallas. “Samantha…”

“Don’t push me, Trill, or I’ll rip that symbiont right out of you,” Dallas warned.

“Agent Dallas…”

“Hey!” Clive Barrow, the fifth and final member of the therapy group, exclaimed. “If she can be Agent Dallas, I demand to be CAPTAIN CLIVE!”

Dr. Calandra rubbed the bridge of her nose. Some days she wondered what she’d ever done to get assigned to the Delusions of Starfleet therapy group. “Rebecca,” she said. “Please go on.”

“Okay,” Rebecca Singer began, taking a deep breath. “I know some of you don’t like me. And that’s okay.” Zero wrapped his arm around Singer’s shoulders as her bottom lip began to tremble. “But there’s more to me than Starfleet! I thought I was a dog once. It was the drugs talking, but still. I’m more than a Chief Medical Officer. And my Alex is coming to see me! He is!”

Dallas groaned. There Singer went again. Evidently a year earlier Singer and Zero had escaped Tantalus V in order to find a Starfleet captain they were both obsessed with. Singer thought she was in love. Zero just wanted to hold him prisoner back in his Enclave or Neighborhood or Suburb or whatever the hell the nutjob called the place. In any case, they were both captured and returned to Tantalus V, but Singer was convinced that this captain was going to come visit her any day now. Right.

Clive, meanwhile, had this overwhelming belief that he was a starship captain. He went so far as to try and take a brand spanking new Sovereign Class starship from Utopia Planetia. Dallas vaguely remembered the incident, since Starfleet Intel was brought in to figure out how he’d gotten onto the bridge of the ship in the first place. Clive never did explain it, which was enough in itself to make Dallas wary of him.

And then there was his other quirk.

“Dammit, Clive! If you poke me one more time…” Dallas snapped, turning on the grinning man.

Clive extended his arm once more, this time pressing his index finger into Dallas’ left breast.

“Poke,” Clive said giggling.

Dallas moved like lightning.

SNAP! SLAM! CRACK!

Clive’s screams echoed throughout the facility.



Agent Dallas sat stiffly in her chair, staring straight ahead as Dr. Kevin Warren, the Chief Administrator of Tantalus V, sat in his large leather desk chair and looked over the incident report on the padd in front him, shaking his head disapprovingly.

“They can’t even use the bone knitter yet,” Dr. Warren said finally. “Did you realize that, Agent Dallas?”

Dallas smiled slightly. “That was the plan.”

“Attacking patients…”

“I was provoked,” Dallas interrupted.

Dr. Warren sighed. “I had so hoped you were making progress.”

“Progress?” Dallas snapped. “There isn’t anything wrong with me.”

“Come now, Agent. You think a circus is somehow plotting against the Federation.”

“It is!”

“Uh huh,” Warren said. “Starfleet Intelligence gave me access to a few of your case files. These are not the words of a stable individual.”

“My partner, Agent Batyn, can verify every single one of those claims.”

“Then why hasn’t he?” Warren pressed.

“Probably because he doesn’t want to end up here just for telling the truth!”

Dr. Warren leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers as he did so. “Is it possible that your perception of truth is at fault?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Not even concerning the flying broomsticks.”

“No,” Dallas said darkly, her eyes narrowing.

“For someone assigned to investigate the unusual, you’re awfully closed-minded.”

“I know the truth.”

“You think you know what you believe is the truth,” Warren countered.

Dallas took a moment to sort through that jumble of doublespeak. “You weren’t there. I know what I saw.”

“Here’s what I think,” Dr. Warren said, rising from his chair and pacing the office. “By placing you at Tantalus V, we’ve effectively cut you off from everything you knew in your life. Therefore, you’ve clung all the more firmly to the dangerous delusions you started to develop on the outside. As much as we try to help people here at Tantalus V, sometimes the environment can reinforce the very problems we’re trying to resolve. I’ve come to the conclusion that what you need is outside contact to bring you back some perspective.”

“Great idea,” Dallas said. “You, me, and Agent Batyn. He’ll confirm these case files, and I’ll be on my way.”

“Do you have an emotional attachment to Agent Batyn?” Dr. Warren asked.

“He’s an annoying giant fish!”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

“NO!” Dallas shouted.

“Exactly. That’s why we’ve selected someone closer to you.”

“Who?” Dallas asked warily.

“Jeffrey Howe…”

Dallas winced as Dr. Warren finished his statement.

“…your ex-husband.”



The orderly opened the door to the visitor’s lounge without a word and gestured for Dallas to enter. She stepped inside, brushing past the Nausicaan, who promptly closed and locked the door behind her.

The lounge itself was cozy enough, with a holographic fireplace crackling away against the far wall, while various cushy sofas and chairs sat around a long coffee table.

Captain Jeffrey Howe was already there, seated, legs crossed, in one of the arm chairs in his nicely pressed Starfleet uniform. Dallas swore that the four pips on his collar almost glowed on their own.

“Sam,” he said with a curt nod.

“Great to see you, too,” Dallas muttered, taking a seat on the sofa across from him. They sat in silence for several moments.

“So did you divert your entire starship just to visit little old me?” she asked finally.

“I was on leave,” Howe replied. “The Kissinger is currently mapping Sector 785-D.”

“And you’re missing that for me?” Dallas mocked. “I’m touched.”

“I didn’t have to come here, Sam.”

“I sure didn’t ask for you.”

“Of course not. You’d never ask for anybody,” Howe shot back derisively. “No one messes with the almighty Samantha Dallas.” Howe smirked. “Until now, that is.”

“You’re really enjoying this, aren’t you?”

“Not really.” Howe chuckled softly. “Okay. Maybe a little.”

“Jeff…”

“You’ve always been so damn obsessed. Getting into Intel. Your Intel training. Your cases.”

“I’m not going to apologize for being focused. You knew that about me long before we got married,” Dallas said.

“We both can lay plenty of blame for what happened to us, but that’s not the point. I’m here about you.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’ve gone completely off the deep end, Sam!” Howe snapped. “Look around! This ain’t Risa!”

“You think I don’t know that!” Dallas shouted. “Do you think I want to be here! I was set up!”

“Listen to yourself. Set up? You’ve been so blinded by whatever obsession you’ve latched onto now that you’ve lost sight of the rest of your life. I don’t know what you’ve claimed to see. Dr. Warren couldn’t tell me due to doctor/patient confidentiality and all, but he hinted it was some pretty bizarre stuff.”

“Some of it was,” Dallas said.

“Fine. But is it worth this? Is what you think you saw worth being institutionalized?” Howe demanded.

“So what? Do you want me to lie to them and myself? Should I just say these things didn’t happen?”

“I want you to accept the possibility that sometimes a circus is just a circus.”

“You heard about that, huh?” Dallas said.

“Unfortunately. Ted and Dana Murphy were at the circus on Vega Two and recognized you.” Dallas nodded. The Murphy’s had been their neighbors in Philadelphia during the 18 glorious months Dallas and Howe had been married. “They said you were beamed away by a giant fish,” Howe finished.

“Antidean. He’s my partner.”

“Is he here too?”

“No,” Dallas said.

“Maybe you should think about why for a moment,” Howe said, standing up.

“He won’t accept the truth.”

“Or maybe he won’t entertain the fantasy,” Howe replied, walking toward the exit. He stopped and turned back just before he reached the door. “Oh, I almost forgot. Mom asked about you.”

“What’d you tell her?”

“That you’d taken some time off to rest and clear your head.”

“Clear my head, huh? Cute,” Dallas said.

“I don’t know,” Howe said as the Nausicaan orderly opened the door for him. “It sounds like some pretty good advice to me. See you around, Sam…if you ever let yourself get out of here.”

Dallas said nothing as Howe walked away.



Sleep wouldn’t come.

Instead, Dallas stared blankly at the featureless white ceiling of her room as she lay in her standard-issue bed. The therapists at Tantalus V encouraged the “residents” of the psychiatric facility to decorate their rooms to make them seem more warm and inviting. Dallas hadn’t taken them up on their offer. That was paramount to admitting she belonged there. And she did NOT belong there.

Or did she?

Ever since Jeffrey Howe had walked out of the visitor’s lounge, Dallas had been troubled by his words. She could only get out of Tantalus if she “let herself get out.” At first, she’d taken that as attack against her beliefs. If she had to lie and say that she hadn’t seen what she’d seen, then she would stay at Tantalus forever.

But what if Batyn, Admiral Gitt, the doctors, and Jeff were right? What if the Crazy Condor Circus was really just a circus? What did that mean for her other “experiences”? Did she and Batyn REALLY fight against a giant bug-lizard calling itself a Flarn? Did she really ride a broomstick?

Her mind fought against itself. In one moment, the memories would be clear and distinct; the next, they were as hazy as a dream. A dream. A dream.

Was it all some kind of dream?



“You’ve been very withdrawn today, Samantha?” Dr. Calandra said, gazing across the circle of chairs at Dallas as the Delusions of Starfleet group had its next session. “Would you share what you’re feeling with the group?”

Dallas clutched her knees a little closer to her chest, pulling herself into an even smaller ball in her chair. “I don’t know anymore,” Dallas replied softly.

“You don’t know if you want to share?” Calandra replied in gentle, nurturing tones. “It’s always safe to share in the group.”

Dallas looked up at Calandra, the glazed, empty look in her eyes startling the Trill therapist. “I don’t know what I’m feeling,” Dallas said simply.

“Can get back to me now?” Rebecca Singer asked. “I have LOTS of feelings!”

“We know, Rebecca,” Calandra said. “But I was speaking to Samantha.”

“My dear doctor,” Zero said, holding Singer’s hand comfortingly, “Agent Dallas has clearly stated her confusion about her feelings. Why not move on to Rebecca while our esteemed Agent collects her thoughts?”

Dallas shook her head emphatically.

“Samantha?” Calandra asked concerned.

Dallas shook her head harder.

Clive raised his good arm into the air, his shattered one lay in his lap, still encased in a regenerative sleeve. “Does this mean I can break her arm now?”

“No, Clive,” Calandra said.

“I think I will anyway,” Clive said, reaching out to grab Dallas. Dallas’ arm moved in a blur.

GRAB! SLAM! CRACK!

“AAHHHHHHHHHH!” Clive wailed.

“Doctor?” Dallas ventured as the group stared at her in shock.

“Wh…what, Samantha.”

“I know how I feel now.”

“Yes?”

“I feel happy!”

Dr. Calandra buried her head in her hands as Clive continued to scream.



Unfortunately, her happiness was short-lived. The brief joy of inflicting pain on Clive soon gave way to the general oppression of the war being fought in her mind. As each day passed, the clear memories became harder and harder to grab onto.

Was it all a dream?

If only she could access her investigation logs. Even talking to Batyn would help. He’d been with her. He knew about the Flarn. He was THERE!

But what if he didn’t remember? What if it had only happened in her mind?

Dallas’ bare room had become her sanctuary as she struggled with these issues. Other than her daily therapy sessions, she never left, instead insisting that meals be brought to her while she tried to decide once and for all if the hazy memories in her mind were in fact real.

One afternoon a little over a week since Jeffrey Howe’s visit, her internal struggle was interrupted by the facility’s comm system. No doubt it would be reporting today’s cafeteria specials or maybe Dr. Warren had an announcement for all of Tantalus V.

She was surprised when the next words were directed specifically at her.

“Miss Dallas,” Dr. Warren’s voice said.

“Y…yes?” Dallas replied hesitantly.

“You have a message waiting…from Starfleet,” Warren said. He did not sound at all pleased about it.

“I can see it?” Dallas asked surprised. Other than the visit from Jeffrey, Dallas had been effectively cut off from all contact with the outside.

“Yes…against my wishes. You can refuse to view it, though, which is what I would recommend.”

“I want to see it,” Dallas said firmly.

“I had a feeling you would. It is being transferred to your monitor. If you find the contents troubling, please contact Doctor Calandra or myself immediately.”

“I will,” Dallas said impatiently as she stood up in front of the blank monitor screen dominating the wall of her room. Most patients displayed pictures, landscapes, or the few holovision shows approved for viewing inside Tantalus V on their screens. Dallas hadn’t activated hers even once.

Her blank screen switched on, displaying the familiar blue and white Federation logo on a plain black background. The image then shift to show an older human male in an admiral’s uniform seated behind a desk. The smoke billowing out of the cigar clenched in the man’s teeth almost made him impossible to recognize. It took Dallas a full five seconds before she realized it was Admiral Harlan Baxter, the man who had sent Dallas and Batyn on the mission that led to their run-in with the Flarn.

“Sdsngon,” Baxter grunted through his cigar to someone off screen.

“Could you repeat that, sir?” a woman’s voice off-screen asked.

Baxter yanked the cigar out of his mouth. “Is this thing on?”

“Yes, Admiral.”

“Good.”

Baxter smashed the cigar into an already full ash tray on his desk, then turned his full attention to the screen.

“Agent Dallas. Admiral Harlan Baxter here. I just spoke to Admiral Gitt today. Heard about your situation. I don’t know what all you’ve got wrong upstairs there, but I wanted you to know a couple of things.

“First, I got my boy back. Aerostar made it back home about six months ago. It was beat to hell and eventually blew up, but they came home. Last, you were right about those Flarn things. They showed up about the same time and caused a hell of a lot of damage. Sorry I didn’t listen and called you a damn fool when you first told me about them. Enjoy your rest. Baxter out.”

The Admiral popped a new cigar into his mouth and lit it, sending a new plume of smoke into the air. “Shtdsdmntngff,” he snapped.

“Excuse me?” the woman off-screen asked.

“Frgtit,” Baxter said, slapping his hand down on his desk. The message abruptly cut off.

Dallas collapsed into her bed, her mind reeling. The Flarn were real. Baxter just told her so. She was right about them. She’d been right all along.

And if they were real…

…all of it was real!

And that mean one thing:

She had to get out of Tantalus V. NOW.



Dallas remained in her room until fifteen minutes before lights out. The higher-functioning patients were allowed free time to visit each other during the couple of hours before lights out when they would be secured in their rooms for the night. It was time that Dallas had never used. Until now, she had no one to visit, and no one who wanted to visit her either.

Dr. Warren fell in step beside her almost as soon as Dallas stepped out into the corridor. “Waiting for me, Doctor?” Dallas asked amused.

Warren eyed her suspiciously. “I simply want to make sure you are all right.”

“Just fine.”

“Your message…”

“I’m sorry, Dr. Warren. I’m afraid that’s classified,” Dallas said firmly.

Warren scowled. “I see.”

“If you’ll excuse me, I wanted to visit someone.”

“Yes…well. I’m happy to see that you’re trying to settle in a bit more. If your message helped in that regard, I suppose that I don’t need to know what was in it.”

“Classified is classified,” Dallas said. “Good night, Doctor Warren.”

“Good night,” Warren replied distractedly turning off down a side corridor toward the administrative wing.

Dallas continued on her way through the increasingly-sparsely populated corridors until she reached her destination.

“Come in!” an excited voice called after Dallas pressed the door chime. Dallas stepped forward through the doors into a room plastered with pictures of Excelsior-class starships and Starfleet Officers.

“Samantha!” Rebecca Singer, who was seated at the room’s small desk, exclaimed upon seeing Dallas. “I’ll be with you in one second. Just let me finish with this patient.” Singer turned her attention back to the male officer’s picture displayed on the padd in front of her. “Now you drink plenty of fluids and call me if that nose starts dripping again.”

Singer switched off the padd and got up from her chair. “What brings you my way?” she asked warmly.

Dallas checked the door to make sure it was closed securely, then leapt at Singer, pressing her lips almost right against the former-doctor’s ear. “You got out. How did you do it?”

“Got out of where?” Singer asked innocently.

“Here, you…” Dallas stopped herself before she insulted Singer. “You said in group that you and Zero escaped a year ago.”

“That was silly of us. We like it here now. We just need Alex now.”

“Yeah yeah. Whatever. How did you get out?”

“Do you want to leave us?” Singer asked, her bottom lip starting to quiver. “But but but but…”

“I need to get something from the outside,” Dallas lied. “If you help me, I’ll pick up this Alex guy while I’m gone.”

“Really?” Singer said hopefully.

“Yeah sure,” Dallas said.

“Okay. I went out to the landing field through the janitor’s tunnel.”

“What tunnel?”

“Come on!” Singer said brightly. “I’ll show you.”

“All right, but you aren’t coming with me.”

“Why would I want to do that?”

Singer led Dallas out of her room and through several hallways to a dead-end corridor off the main hall near the rear of the residential level she and Singer had been assigned to. At the end of the corridor was a small Custodial Access Hatch leading into the tunnels running underneath the various structures of the Tantalus V complex.

“I can take it from here,” Dallas said, opening the hatch. “Get moving. And don’t say a word to anybody, or NO ALEX!”

“Mum!” Singer said.

“Huh?”

“That’s the word,” Singer said, just before spinning on her heel and strolling away, humming happily to herself.

“Psychopath,” Dallas muttered to herself as she climbed into the tunnel and closed the hatch, covering the evidence of her exit.

Almost instantly, she realized the gravity of her mistake.

“UNAUTHORIZED ACCESS DETECTED. CUSTODIAL PERSONNEL MUST WEAR IDENTIFICATION BADGES AT ALL TIMES IN THE ACCESS TUNNELS. LEAVE IMMEDIATELY, OR YOU WILL BE TRANSPORTED TO SECURITY.”

“Wonderful,” Dallas muttered to herself. Singer made it sound so easy. Of course, after her escape, Tantalus V must have tightened security a bit.

Dallas was about to dive back out of the hatch when she heard voices in the distance down the tunnel. She ran in their direction just as one male voice said, “I’ll check it out.”

Dallas flattened herself against the wall of the dimly lit tunnel as best she could and waited until a red-jumpsuited member of the Tantalus V janitorial corps strolled by on his way to investigate. As soon as the man passed, Dallas pounced, leveling the custodian with a quick chop to the neck. She rolled the man over and ripped off the ID badge clipped to his jumpsuit just before the Tantalus V computer started in again.

“YOU HAVE FAILED TO LEAVE THE RESTRICTED AREA. TRANSPORT WILL COMMENCE IN FIVE SECONDS.”

That wasn’t Dallas’ problem anymore. She clipped the badge onto her Tantalus V standard-issue blue top and continued down the tunnel as a transporter sounded behind her, quickly coming upon another male custodian seated in front of a small cargo crate upon which sat a couple of drinks and several playing cards.

“You find anything, Joelle?” the custodian asked without looking up at Dallas.

“Just me,” Dallas said, charging forward.

“Hey!” the custodian cried, leaping up from his seat on an inactive scrubber-bot. He got his hands up just in time to deflect Dallas’ attack.

“Give me that!” he demanded, snatching the ID off of Dallas’ shirt.

“UNAUTHORIZED ACCESS DETECTED. CUSTODIAL PERSONNEL MUST WEAR IDENTIFICATION BADGES AT ALL TIMES IN THE ACCESS TUNNELS. LEAVE IMMEDIATELY, OR YOU WILL BE TRANSPORTED TO SECURITY.”

“That’ll fix you,” the custodian said triumphantly.

“I’m scared. Really,” Dallas said, just before swiping the custodian’s badge off of his jumpsuit.

“Give me that!”

“Nope,” Dallas said.

The custodian charged at her, but Dallas neatly side-stepped him, snatching Joelle’s ID out of his hands in the process.

“YOU HAVE FAILED TO LEAVE THE RESTRICTED AREA. TRANSPORT WILL COMMENCE IN FIVE SECONDS,” the computer blared.

“Bye bye…” Dallas glanced down at the ID for a second. “Myk. Have fun with Security.”

“Don’t you touch our cards!” Myk screamed as a transporter beam began to dematerialize him.

With Myk conscious and in the hands of Security, Dallas knew she didn’t have a lot of time. After clipping one ID to her shirt and dropping the other, she ran ahead, looking for a route out of the tunnels.

Finally, she reached a ladder leading upward to a hatch conveniently labeled “To Landing Field.”

After scrambling up the ladder and throwing up the hatch, Dallas emerged into the cool night air. As advertised, she was on the landing field just to the side of the facility’s main hanger. Out on the landing field itself, two cargo freighters sat, their running lights blinking steadily, while overhead the force field designed to prevent anyone from beaming into or out of Tantalus V hummed softly.

Dallas took a moment to consider her options. The cargo freighters were convenient, but there were no guarantees that they were currently unmanned. She needed something smaller. Creeping in the shadows around the hanger building, Dallas made her way to the entrance and slipped inside. Several small shuttles used for staff travel sat unused on the hanger deck, their hatches all invitingly open.

She sprinted into the nearest one, crouching to the floor as soon as she entered to wait for any sign that she’d been detected. It was an older model, but fast enough to get to another planet in a reasonable time and spacious enough to allow her some room to sleep once she was clear of Tantalus V and free of pursuers.

Five long minutes later, Dallas felt confident that the Tantalus V authorities were not aware of her presences. She crawled forward on her hands and knees and activated the helm console, sending the shuttle into its automated pre-flight check mode.

“How incredibly undignified,” a male voice said from behind her. Dallas whipped her head around in time to see Zero closing the shuttle’s hatch, a metal canister clutched in his left hand.

“What are you doing here?” Dallas demanded.

“Rebecca informed me of your travel plans, so I thought I would join you.”

“It’s a private trip,” Dallas replied, moving to get up from her hands and knees.

“No no,” Zero said, pointing the nozzle at the top of the canister menacingly in her direction. “I like you just like that. And don’t think I won’t use this!”

“I don’t even know what it is.”

“I picked it up from the janitorial cart in the tunnel along with this,” Zero said, pulling the ID badge she’d discarded in the tunnel out of his pocket. “Thank you for helping me through the security, by the way.”

“You’re welcome,” she muttered unconvincingly. “But your cleaning products don’t scare me,” she added, suddenly jumping to her feet.

“Oh, but they should,” Zero said with an evil glint in his eyes. “This is industrial strength cleaner! One squirt of these scrubbing bubbles, and there’ll be nothing left of you but a glistening white skeleton. Now I am coming with you!”

“What about Rebecca?” Dallas asked. “Are you willing to leave her behind?”

“We’ll return for her once I have retrieved Number 38.2. Once he and Rebecca have been reunited, we will all go to The Suburb, where you will spend the rest of your lives in my domain!”

“All?”

“Yes! That means you, Number 78.4! Sorry about that. I tried to get you 78.3, but it was already taken.”

The shuttle computer chirped, signaling that the craft was ready for departure. Holding the canister on Dallas constantly, Zero inched forward to the helm console and, using his free hand, sent the shuttle flying slowly out of the hanger.

“I’ve got a confession to make,” Dallas said. “I had no intention of getting this Alex or Number 38.2 or whoever he is. You’re wasting your time.”

“Then, Agent Dallas, you have officially become expendable!” Zero smashed his finger down on the canister nozzle, sending a stream of cleaner at Dallas.

She screamed reflexively as the chemicals splattered against her shirt, but stopped as she realized that her skin was not being eaten away. She looked down at the glop of white foam bubbling merrily away on her shirt. A moment later, it splattered harmlessly to the floor.

Dallas glared at Zero, her hands balling up into fists.

“Well…” Zero said with a smile and a shrug. “I am a mental patient.”

Dallas slapped the canister out of his hands and shoved him toward the rear of the shuttle as she jumped into the pilot’s seat. The shuttle was currently cruising a couple of feet above the landing field, quickly approaching the administration building, the doors of which had just opened allowing several security guards and orderlies to charge outside.

“We seem to have some company,” Zero said glibly.

“Tell them I said hi,” Dallas replied, her right hand quickly tapping a few commands into the console. Zero managed to get out a quick “huh?” just before he dematerialized, only to rematerialize a moment later directly in front of the mass of guards and orderlies storming out onto the landing field.

“Have fun, fellas,” Dallas said, steering the shuttle upwards and gunning the engines. The craft streaked skyward, sailing smoothly through the anti-beaming shield as it rose toward the upper atmosphere of Tantalus V.

Then everything went wrong.

Her commands into the helm console were ignored as the vessel slowed, then made a wide turn to head back toward the psychiatric facility. Dallas slammed her fists against the console in frustration.

“Attacking the shuttle won’t help anything,” an all-too-familiar voice said. Dallas turned to see the image of Dr. Kevin Warren looking at her on the shuttle’s monitor.

“You’re doing this!” Dallas accused angrily.

“It is our shuttle, Agent Dallas,” Dr. Warren replied. “Do you have any idea how upset Inventory gets if a patient runs off with one?”

“I don’t need to be your patient.”

“That statement alone says that you do.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“This is not the time or the place for therapy, Samantha,” Warren said. “And I have to say that I’m very disappointed in you. I thought we had developed some trust. We’ll discuss it when you return.”

“I’m not coming back!” Dallas shouted as Warren closed the channel. She dove to the deck and yanked open the console’s access panel, hoping to find a way to restore manual control. A frightening realization washed over her. She wasn’t an engineer. She didn’t have the slightest idea how to reroute shuttle systems.

Undaunted, Dallas started frantically yanking out cabling and isolinear chips.

For a long time, nothing happened. The shuttle continued its descent back to the landing field.

Dallas pulled out another chip, tossing it back over her shoulder.

The shuttle’s power suddenly shut down.

“Whoops,” Dallas said softly. One second later, the shuttle began to plummet.

It slammed into the landing field exactly three seconds after that.



“Stop touching me….I’m serious, Clive. Clive! Touch me one more time!”

“Okey-dokey!” Clive said, reaching over and poking Dallas.

“Clive,” Dr. Calandra said scoldingly as she once again tried to hold a session of the Delusions of Starfleet therapy group.

Ignoring Dr. Calandra, Clive poked Dallas again. “Not so tough now, are you?” Clive taunted as Dallas sat stiffly in her chair, both of her arms and her torso encased in the regenerative wraps to deal with injuries sustained in the shuttle crash.

“Samantha,” Dr. Calandra said. “We’re almost out of time, but do you have anything you want to say.”

Dallas thought for a moment. At this point, it didn’t realty matter what she said. The important thing was that once again she knew beyond any doubt that what she’d experienced was real.

“I am not insane,” she said finally. “And when I leave here, I’m going to prove it.”

Dr. Calandra just smiled condescendingly, all the while wondering how long it was going to take Samantha Dallas to realize she needed help. They’d seemed so close before the shuttle incident. Now they were back at square one…maybe even farther back than that.

“All right,” Calandra said. “I guess we’ll end there for today.”

“One more thing,” Dallas said.

“Yes, Samantha.”

Dallas’ suddenly kicked upward, catching Clive under the chin and sending the man reeling backwards out of his chair. She followed it up by slamming her foot down on the fallen man’s knee with all of her might.

“She’s surprisingly flexible for being mostly in traction,” Rebecca Singer remarked.

“Oh yes. I’d agree,” Zero said. “Lunch?”

“Sure.”



“I think I’ll join you,” Dallas said, following the pair out of the room.

Clive, meanwhile, decided to skip lunch in favor of screaming his head off.



THE END
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STARDATE 53392.4

A SPACESHIP SOMEWHERE IN THE ALPHA QUADRANT



“The pieces are moving into place, but not the way the King of Condors thinks,” Admiral Earl Wyndham (currently AWOL from Starfleet and presumed dead) mumbled to himself as the small star yacht he’d obtained slid smoothly through the void on a course in the general direction of nowhere.

Almost seven years had passed since Wyndham had retreated to the shadows to monitor the King of the Condors. At first the King’s moves had been subtle, attempting to rely on the actions and incompetence of others to win the game for him. But the Incompetents didn’t play the King’s way. They didn’t know the King’s rules for they had no knowledge that the King existed at all, much less the Condors.

Wyndham had tried a direct warning once, leading the first Captain Incompetent directly to a key part of the King’s realm, but Wyndham had misplayed the game there, forcing him to flee.

All was well for a time thereafter as the King of Condors watched the poison of the Incompetents fail utterly. But in the last several months, something had changed. Now the Condor King had altered tactics, moving his plans forward in a new, more aggressive way. His overall course remained the same, though.

Wyndham cackled, “He’s still playing King of the Mountain, but the game’s changed to chess, and I’m the one holding all the rooks. A castling I will go. A castling I will go. Hi ho smash a condor-O, a castling I will go.”

Wyndham continued his random alterations of his ship’s course with his left hand, while his right effortless typed a message into the comm system.

“Rook One is in play but doesn’t know. He doesn’t know doesn’t know doesn’t know-o-li-O, but the antidote’s got to go to and fro and stop the condor show. But Rook Two…”

Wyndham laughed a soft lingering laugh that threatened to take over his entire body in that special way reserved for those performing a tightrope act over the abyss of insanity.

“Rook Two’s on holiday, but that needs to end. No more rest for the Rook. Some of the Condor King’s naughty pawns are on the loose and being very VERY naughty. They’re hidden pawns, though. And it takes a special Rook to see them. But first I must see to my Rook.”

Admiral Wyndham hit transmit, sending his message off to the one place he should probably have been living: the Tantalus V Psychiatric Rehabilitation Facility.

“Oh, I do hope she brings the fish.”



STARDATE 53392.7

FEDERATION PSYCHIATRIC REHABILITATION FACILITY TANTALUS V



“Excuse me?” Samantha Dallas stammered, completely caught off-guard by the words that had just come out of Dr. Kevin Warren’s mouth. Dallas staggered slightly, then slumped into the chair across from Dr. Warren’s desk.

The Tantalus V Chief Administrator smiled slightly. “I think that’s the most human I’ve seen you behave, Samantha. It’s nice to know that something gets through those barriers every once in a while.”

“Forget that,” Dallas snapped, recovering her wits. “You said I can leave.”

“It’s against my better judgment,” Warren said. “Frankly, I haven’t seen anything in the last eighteen months you’ve been with us to indicate that your condition has improved in the least.”

“I never had a condition.”

“My point exactly. You’ve been in complete denial ever since Starfleet Intelligence sent you to us. Instead you continue to live in the fantasy world you’ve built inside your head full of evil circuses and invisible hair stylists.”

“What about the Flarn? I didn’t make them up!” Dallas insisted.

“And no one was more surprised by that than me,” Warren said. “But it’s a moot point now. The Admiralty’s orders are quite clear. As of this moment, you may decide to no longer reside here.”

“Reside here? Nice way of putting it,” Dallas said.

“I believe we made you quite comfortable.”

“Except for the whole not being allowed to leave thing.”

“I don’t suppose there’s any point in asking if you’d like to act in your own best interests and remain under our care, Samantha.”

“That’s Agent Dallas to you, Doctor,” she replied, rising from her chair. “And I’ll be taking the first available transport, thank you very much.”



STARDATE 53395.3

EARTH STARFLEET INTELLIGENCE KANTELOV ANNEX - SIBERIA



The phrase “long winter’s nap” took on a whole new meaning when you spent your life in a place where it was winter pretty much all year long, not that Agent Batyn minded. For the last eighteen months, his life had been quite comfortable indeed. Wake up in his quarters in the Spacedock, get ready for work, beam down to the office, lounge around until quitting time, then beam back home for a relaxing dinner in front of the holovision before settling into his tank for a good night’s float.

For some reason, cases fitting under Batyn’s job purview seemed to dry up almost completely after his partner, Agent Dallas, was committed to Tantalus V. Of course, the fact that she was a lunatic who went around actively looking for weird cases to solve probably had something to do with it.

The average person might think that boredom would set in after eighteen months of inactivity, but it suited Batyn just fine. He’d never asked to be an active field agent again anyway. Starfleet Intel had chained him with Dallas, but now that she was gone, Batyn saw no need to push things. He’d be quite happy to coast through his days until he was eligible to collect the maximum retirement benefits package in another twenty years.

Batyn was deep enough into his mid-morning snooze that he didn’t hear the door of the makeshift office slide open. To someone unfamiliar with the place, it wouldn’t have seemed like much of an office anyway. Dallas and Batyn had been given space in the Kantelov Annex, which was primarily used to store evidence and relics for various cases throughout the history of Starfleet Intelligence. No one ever visited there, which was exactly why Admiral Gitt had assigned the place to Dallas and Batyn, and now just Batyn.

For his part, Batyn had tried to make the place as comfortable as possible, even going so far as to bring in a tank for use during his naps and a small culture pool for fresh algae.

Batyn was inside this tank snoozing as the intruder to his tranquility charged into the office.

“Batyn!”

A voice invaded his dream, piercing the peace of the waters around him as the Antidean swam effortlessly through a shrimp-filled dream sea, opening his mouth at will and sucking in dozens of the tasty snacks.

“Batyn!”

Batyn’s eyes focused on the shrimp hovering directly in front of his face.

“BATYN!” the little shrimp screamed shrilly.

“Don’t talk when you’re filling my mouth,” Batyn replied in his dream, swallowing the shrimp in one gulp.

“BATYN!” the other shrimp around him screamed.

“Hey…” Batyn bolted upright in the tank, suddenly awake. He immediately became aware of a figure standing in front of him, hands on its hips in a posture that could only be described as annoyed.

His vision cleared, and Batyn immediately wished that it hadn’t.

“Dallas?”

“What the hell are you doing?” Samantha Dallas demanded.

“Nice to see you, too,” Batyn grumbled climbing wearily out of his tank, stepping through the drying arch nearby, and tossing himself into the chair behind his desk. He stiffened, his eyes quickly becoming more alert as he remembered that his partner was also a mental patient. “Um…so…how did you get out of Tantalus?”

“I was released,” Dallas said, heading over to her own, now-dust-covered, desk and activating the desk terminal.

“By someone else?”

“It’s official, okay?” Dallas snapped back, pulling a small padd out of her shoulder pack and tossing it to Batyn, who caught it in his long, scaly fingers.

“The Admiralty? I guess it doesn’t get much more official than that. How long ago did you leave Tantalus?”

“Two days. I came straight here.”

“Straight? So no one else knows…”

“Just you. I wanted to see what’s been going on around here before I made my presence known.” Dallas noticed a small box resting on top of the piles of dust on her desk. It was clean, indicating it hadn’t been there very long. “What’s this?”

“A package. It came for you yesterday. I guess I should have figured out that meant you were coming back,” Batyn said.

Dallas unsealed the box and reached in for the contents, a single padd. “Any idea who sent this?” she asked.

“Do I really care?”

“You’re missing the point. No one knows I’m out except for you, me, a couple of people at Tantalus V, and whatever Admiral authorized my release.”

“Maybe it’s a welcome home gift,” Batyn said distractedly, leaning back in his chair to see if he could salvage anything of his nap.

Dallas activated the padd, revealing a small version of an ad display, such as would be shown on a concourse monitor in a pedestrian shopping district or mall.



ONE NIGHT ONLY!!!

The Very Best Acts of

The Crazy Condor Circus

LIVE!!! AND FREE!!!



STARDATE 53405

1830 HOURS

WAYSTATION AUDITORIUM



“Someone else knows,” Dallas said, a smile spreading across her face. And whoever it was wanted her to go to Waystation, a Federation space station located just inside the Beta Quadrant. Starfleet had established the station a few years ago after running into a xenophobic race called the Multeks during early exploration of the region. Faced with this threat to their plans to colonize the Beta Quadrant, Starfleet hastily threw together an outpost, grabbed officers from wherever they could to man it, then stuck it within striking distance of the Multek Enclave. Dallas and Batyn had actually visited the station a couple of years earlier and were promptly arrested for disturbing the peace while trying to warn the crew about a possible attack by the Flarn, a species of human-eating lizard beings. Soon after Dallas and Batyn left, Waystation was renovated to deal with increased traffic from freighters and colony ships. Unfortunately for them, the station was indeed attacked by the Flarn with the renovations complete except for the weapons and defensive systems. The station escaped destruction, though, and now spanned 100 decks and had become almost a compulsory stop for ships on their way to the Beta Quadrant.

“I thought we’d already established that,” Batyn replied. “Other people know you’re out. Big deal.”

“Not that,” Dallas said, tossing the padd roughly into the lap of the Antidean. Batyn glared at his partner as he picked up the padd and read it.

“Oh no. No no no. Those people are why you ended up in Tantalus in the first place…well that and the fact that you’re a psycho, but…”

“Don’t you see? Someone else knows about the circus. Someone is helping us.”

“I think the word you’re looking for is manipulating, and there isn’t any ‘us’ happening here.”

“What if I could prove to you that The Crazy Condor Circus was up to no good, that they’re working for someone with evil intentions?” Dallas asked.

“Then I’d say prove it,” Batyn replied.

“Come to Waystation with me.”

“I’d prefer to see the proof here.”

“Batyn!”

“All right!” he said, standing up and taking a nice, slow stretch. “I’ll go, but if they try to send you back to Tantalus V, I’m saying you took me hostage. Why do you want me along anyway? I can’t stand you, and you feel the same way about me.”

Dallas looked back at him for a long moment. “No,” she said finally. “But I trust you.”

Batyn was slightly taken aback by this and by Dallas’ earnestness. “Thank you,” he said, grinning a bit.

“Besides, you’re too much of a pain in the ass to be in anybody’s conspiracy,” Dallas added with a smirk as the pair headed out of the office toward the hangar where their runabout was stored.



STARDATE 53404.6

WAYSTATION STARFLEET SQUARE MALL FOOD COURT



“I’ve got to say, Dallas…” MUNCH MUNCH CRUNCH GULP. “…Tantalus must have…” CRUNCH CHEW CHEW GULP. “…mellowed…” BRAAAPP. “…you.”

“Uggh,” Dallas moaned, averting her eyes from Batyn, who was busy decimating a prawn wrap from “Sandwich or What?” For her part, Dallas had skipped the sandwich stand in Waystation’s food court and headed straight for the biggest serving of stir-fried Chodok she could get at Wok-A-Chodok. The food in Tantalus V had been bland in the extreme. Dr. Warren thought it helped to maintain a low-key atmosphere. Dallas disagreed considering she’d come close on a few occasions to starting a riot demanding something with some damn flavor.

“I mean,” Batyn continued, after sending another massive bit of the prawn wrap down his gullet…assuming fish could even be said to have a gullet, “Before you got sent away, you never would have let us stop for lunch before chasing your next wild trout.”

“Wild goose.”

“What kind of moron goes around chasing birds?”

“Never mind,” Dallas said. “Just hurry up and eat.” She scooped up another fork-full of Koldalan rice and Chodok and shoved it unceremoniously into her mouth. The truth was that, under normal circumstances, she wouldn’t have taken a lunch break, but she was hungry for something other than Tantalus V food or meals from the Runabout Pee Dee’s replicator. The Crazy Condor Circus could wait for the twenty minutes necessary to consume a freshly stir-fried Chodok.

“So what are you planning here?” Batyn asked. “I mean, you aren’t just going to charge on stage during the circus performance screaming that they’re evil. You aren’t, are you?”

“They’re coming here for a reason. We just have to figure out what it is.”

“Got me. This place is in the absolute middle of nowhere. Gateway to the Beta Quadrant, my fins! This mall is the only sign of life on the whole station, and it’s not even all that great. Mall of Antares. Now THAT’S a mall. You’d think with Bradley Dillon here, the mall would be a bit more impressive.”

Bradley Dillon was one of the idiosyncracies of the 24th century. In an era that claimed to have moved beyond the need for money, Bradley was rich. The original source of his wealth was a lucky business investment which had dumped a few billion credits in his lap, but, since that time, he’d multiplied his fortune close to a hundred fold with his Dillon’s Supply Depot empire, which now seemed to have a store in every major city and on every space station in the Alpha Quadrant. Some of the larger starships even had them.

Conventional wisdom held that a magnate of Bradley Dillon’s caliber would establish his base of operations on one of the core Federation worlds, but Bradley had founded the first Dillon’s Supply Depot on Waystation and had decided to keep the corporate headquarters of Dillon Enterprises there after his fortune grew.

“And who the hell buys Breen lingerie?” Batyn demanded just before shoving the last bit of prawn wrap into his mouth.

“That,” Dallas said firmly, “is none of your business.”

Batyn’s bulbous eyes bulged a bit more. “You?” He chuckled. “You in lingerie? Now that I have to see. Never mind. My brain can’t handle the thought of it.”

“There’s more to me than this job, believe or not,” Dallas snapped. Wow. She almost sounded convincing. But then that was the point her ex-husband had tried to get into head when he visited her at Tantalus V. She wasn’t anything more than her job. She never let herself be. Instead, she focused all of her energies to the exclusion of everything else. Friends. Family. Lovers.

“Let’s go,” Dallas said darkly, scooping her trash up off of the table and marching toward the nearest reclamation bin.

“No dessert? Chocolate covered scallop?”

“Now!” Dallas said, as her stomach lurched at the thought of any seafood confections coming near it.

“So much for mellowing,” Batyn groused, moving to follow Dallas. She led him down a floor to the lower level of the two story Starfleet Square Mall and down the concourse toward the station’s security office.

“Hold on, Dallas. What are you doing?”

“Going to see their Chief of Security,” Dallas replied impatiently.

“You mean the nice man with the phaser who arrested us the last time we were here,” Batyn said. “I don’t know that he’ll want to see us.”

“We haven’t done anything this time,” Dallas said just before she stepped inside. Batyn’s gills flapped in annoyance, but, against his better judgment, he followed his partner into the office.

Waystation’s Chief of Security, Lieutenant Sean Russell, was seated at his desk munching on his own lunch in the moments before Dallas entered. Despite Waystation’s size, Russell’s life was not generally stressful. Sure there was the occasional disturbance in the mall, but for the most part Russell was free to enjoy the pleasures that having his office located in Starfleet Square Mall provided. A wide variety of dining options was second on that list of pleasures. First was the view his office window provided of the various ladies strolling through the mall. Of course, the monitor he had displaying the security camera feed from Nendegar’s Secret, Waystation’s Breen lingerie ship, wasn’t too bad either.

Russell was caught a bit off-guard by someone entering his office. Spotting the athletic-looking Dallas, Lieutenant Russell’s eyes lit up as he fumbled to push his lunch aside, smiling his most charming smile as he did so. “Good Afternoon, ma’am,” he said, standing up quickly, so quickly that he slammed his knee into his desk. “What can I do for you today?” he added, teeth clenched to keep from acknowledging the pain.

An Antidean stepped into the office behind the woman, jogging a memory in Russell’s mind. Human woman with a fish guy. Oh yeah. The freaks from two years ago who rampaged through the mall screaming that some giant lizard people were going to attack the Federation. Russell’s face fell.

“Agent Samantha Dallas. Starfleet Intelligence,” Dallas said, stepping forward to shake Russell’s hand. “We met briefly two years ago.”

“Who’s attacking us this time? Giant cows? Maybe a big sheep?”

“I think he remembers us,” Batyn remarked.

“Hey! I was right about the lizards,” Dallas said. As much as Russell hated to admit it, she was. She’d even known that they’d be called the Flarn. At the time, it had sounded ridiculous, but then a couple of months later, Waystation, which had just finished being renovated and didn’t even have its full offensive and defensive systems online, was almost obliterated by a Flarn ship.

“What do you want?” Russell asked warily.

“Your help, actually,” Dallas said. “We have reason to believe that something is going to happen here in the next day or so.”

“Something, huh? That’s nice and vague. Any idea who will be doing this something?”

“The Crazy Condor Circus. They’re not what they appear. If they’re coming here for a one-time-only special performance, it’s because they’re up to something.”

“The circus? Come on!”

“I was right about the Flarn,” Dallas reminded him. “If I’m right again and we manage to stop something horrible from happening, just think what it could mean for your career.”

Russell was silent for a few moments. A promotion would be nice. He’d been a lieutenant for what seemed like forever now. “What do you need from me?” he asked finally.

“Where are the circus members staying now?”

“They haven’t arrived yet. They’ll be here tomorrow morning.”

“Wonderful,” Dallas said with a scheming smile. “You see, Batyn. Our informant got us here in perfect time to take action against the Crazy Condors. Contact us when their ship is about to dock, Lieutenant. We’ll search it as soon as they disembark.” Dallas turned on her heel and charged out of the office.

“Search it?” Russell exclaimed. “Is she crazy?”

“Was. But the folks at Tantalus V claim she’s much better now,” Batyn said as he headed out after Dallas.

“Tantalus V?” Russell squeaked, collapsing back into his desk chair. What had he just gotten himself into?



True to his word, Lieutenant Russell contacted Dallas and Batyn as soon as he received word from Ops that The Crazy Condor Circus transport ship had requested permission to dock. The vessel was routed to Docking Bay Three, which was just large enough to hold the modified freighter.

Dallas and Batyn ran into the docking bay just as the doors were starting to open to allow the circus ship to enter the bay. Russell frantically waved them into the docking bay control room where he had been waiting.

“I’m not detecting anything unusual on our sensors,” Russell said as Dallas and Batyn peered out the window at the craft. “No weapons. No explosives. No odd energy signatures.”

“That doesn’t mean a thing,” Dallas said darkly, her gaze locked on the cockpit of the freighter. “They’re up to something.”

“So you keep saying,” Batyn muttered.

The doors into the docking bay opened allowing a young woman to enter, checking something on a padd as she did so.

“Who is she?” Dallas demanded.

“Yeoman Jones. She’s our liaison officer. Meeting incoming ships is kind of her job,” Russell replied.

“Can you get rid of her?”

“She’ll be gone as soon as she talks to the ship’s captain,” Russell said. “Speaking of, I need to get out there and give my security spiel. Please stay out of sight!”

Russell stepped out of the control room just as the hatch on the side of the freighter began to open and a ramp began to extend. Dallas ducked to the floor, dragging Batyn down with her.

“Do you want to get spotted?” Dallas hissed.

“Why the hell would they care about me? They don’t even know who I am,” Batyn groused, slumping against the wall of the room and crossing his arms angrily.

“A big fish guy swiped me away from them right in the middle of one of their performances. They’ll recognize you.”

“There are Antideans everywhere. Why…”

“Batyn!”

“Bitch.”

“What?” Dallas exclaimed surprised. “What the hell’s gotten into you? You’ve been pissed off all morning.”

“Bad night,” Batyn replied. “And it’s your fault,” he added pointedly.

“What did I do?”

“You came back,” he snapped. “I was doing just fine. Sleep at home, go to work, sleep there, go home, eat, then sleep some more. No more running around the quadrant on your psychotic crusades. Then you blow back in, drag me here, and…” Batyn trailed off.

“And?” Dallas said.

“I wanted to go out last night,” he said, sounding ashamed.

“So what?”

“I don’t go out. I haven’t in years. I never wanted to.”

“You can change, you know,” Dallas said, peering cautiously over the console and out the window. Lieutenant Russell and Yeoman Jones were currently greeting a small group of people, most of whom Dallas recognized. Adrian Cullers, the Ringmaster and mastermind behind The Crazy Condor Circus. Matilda, the bearded strong-woman. Claude, the poodle trainer. Two of the Flying T’Falls. And lastly, an exceptionally short, portly man in a top hat and a cape that Dallas did not know.

“I don’t change,” Batyn continued. “I’m done. Over. You know what the agents used to call me? Blackened Trout. Get it? I was burnt out. Then you showed up and started running me ragged from planet to planet. And you know what? I think I enjoyed it. When you were sent away, I just sat in our office. I couldn’t move. After a few months, I settled back into the old routine I had before I even met you.

“Then last night, I was laying in my tank, sloshing back and forth and just feeling completely restless. I was out again, and I wanted to do something. But I just stayed there. I finally show a damn spark of life, and I stifle it down? Why? Just because it went against my burn-out persona! What a stupid thing to do?”

Dallas turned on him. “Would you quite babbling about whatever the hell it is you’re on about back there and let me concentrate?” she snapped. “Jeeze. When did you get so damn chatty?”

“You weren’t even listening!” Batyn almost shouted, rising to his feet.

“Sit down and shut up!”

“Unbelievable,” Batyn said, shaking his head. “Last time I bare my soul.” He chuckled. “A soul-bearing sole.”

“Shut it!”

That did it. Tonight, after this foolishness with the circus was over, he was going out. Waystation had to have some kind of nightclub or bar or something. Dallas could sit on the Pee Dee and rot inside her paranoid delusions of evil circuses and galactic conspiracies for all he cared.



Dallas didn’t really care all that much about Batyn at that moment either. Adrian Cullers was currently shaking hands with Russell and Yeoman Jones as the rest of the Crazy Condors pulled a couple of cargo container covered anti-grav pallets out of the freighter presumably holding their equipment for the evening’s performance. The containers would have to be searched as well, but that could wait until after she’d had a look at the ship.

At long last, Cullers and the other Crazy Condors filed out of the docking bay, following behind Yeoman Jones, whom Dallas assumed was taking them to the auditorium to set up for the show. Once the doors to the corridor closed, Dallas was out of the control room in a flash, making a beeline for the freighter.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Russell called out as she dashed by him.

“She’s sure,” Batyn said, strolling up beside him. “And there’s no point in talking to her because she won’t listen anyway. She’s just one great big ball of sure, so wrapped up in herself and doing things her own way that you might as well be trying to have a conversation with a photon torpedo!”

“Er…oookay,” Russell said, looking at Batyn worriedly. Was the fish guy about to snap or something? Russell backed quickly toward the freighter, turned, then ran after Dallas.

“No one knows how to listen anymore,” Batyn muttered, following the others.

By the time Batyn made his way to the freighter’s cockpit, Dallas and Russell were already there, Dallas typing away on the ship’s main computer console as Russell looked on worriedly.

“Do you have any clue what you’re looking for?” Batyn said.

“I’ll know it when I find it,” Dallas shot back tersely.

“Maybe there’s nothing to find.”

“If you’re not going to help, get out.”

“I don’t think we have to fight about it,” Russell said, not enjoying a single second of being stuck in the middle of the Starfleet Intel agents. “We’ll take a quick look, then leave. No big deal. No harm done.”

Batyn snorted derisively. “You have no idea who you’re dealing with here. There’s always harm.”

“Batyn! OUT!” Dallas shouted.

“No problem. I’m perfectly content to opt out of this week’s delusion. I’ll be finding a bar if you need me.”

“Victoria’s is nice,” Russell offered. “British atmosphere. Good beer.”

“Darts?”

“Of course.”

“Hmm…I’ll have to try that out.”

“Hello?” Dallas said irritated. “Some of us are rooting out evil here!”

“We’re just talking,” Russell replied defensively.

“Do it outside.”

“Fine!” Batyn and Russell shouted back, heading toward the cockpit doors.

“I’m in!” Dallas suddenly shouted triumphantly.

BWEEEEP!!! BWEEEEP!!!

Power all around the cockpit blinked off as the alarm klaxon blared. In front of Batyn and Russell, the cockpit door slammed shut, sealing with an ominous hiss.

“Oops,” Dallas said softly.

“Unauthorized access detected,” a computer voice said serenely. “Anti-intrusion systems engaged. Provide an authorized voice print in fifteen seconds, or termination protocol will commence.”

“Termination!” Russell cried.

“Good one, Dallas,” Batyn said. “I’m SO glad you got out of Tantalus V.”

“Um…” Dallas stammered, looking around for a potential escape route. The front viewport seemed to be the only way, but she didn’t exactly have anything capable of breaking through transparent aluminum. As tempting as it was to try to use Batyn as a battering ram, they didn’t really have the time.

“Russell to Ops,” the Waystation officer said, slapping his commbadge.

“Porter here,” a male voice replied.

“Beam us out of here now!”

“Out of where? Sean, what’s going on?”

“Five seconds until termination protocol commencement,” the computer stated.

“I don’t even want to know, do I?” Porter’s voice asked, sounding amused.

“Craig!” Russell shouted.

“All right. Energizing.”

“THANK YOU!”

Another, much louder hiss sounded as gas began pouring out of vents around the cockpit. For an instant, Dallas’ lungs were on fire, despite her best efforts to hold her breath, then a moment later, she and the others were taken apart by the comforting tingle of a transporter beam.



The trio reappeared moments later in the Operations Center of Waystation, where a rather bemused-looking man stood behind a console looking at them.

“Thank you for using Porter Express,” he said. “Pulling asses out of the fire for more than a decade.”

“Just in time, too, Craig,” Russell said, rushing over to another console as Dallas and Batyn looked around Ops. A large viewscreen dominated the front wall of the circular chamber, while a double turbolift shaft extended into the middle of the room. To the right of the viewscreen, Lieutenant Craig Porter stood manning his operations/science console, while Russell worked feverishly at what Dallas assumed was the tactical console to the left of the viewscreen. Looking around the right of the turbolift shaft, Dallas could see an office, while more consoles and a briefing room lined the walls to the left.

“What are you doing now?” Porter asked as Russell pounded controls on his console.

“Destroying the evidence,” Russell shot back breathlessly.

Porter’s attention was pulled to his console as several sensors began flashing. “Hey! HEY! Watch it with the energy pulses! You’ve got EM and have a dozen other things flying around that docking bay.”

“I’m wiping out the circus ship’s sensor logs.”

“And everything else too! Including my sensor feed!”

“Do I even want to know?” a woman’s voice asked sternly from behind Dallas and Batyn. The Starfleet Intelligence agents turned to see a tall redheaded woman standing behind them, hands on the hips of her four-pipped uniform disapprovingly.

Years ago, Captain Lisa Beck was one of the last Communications Officers in Starfleet stuck in a dead-end job on a ship that most people would rather not acknowledge existed. That had all changed with the discovery of the Multeks and the establishment of Waystation. Sensing command potential in Beck, the Admiralty had scooped her out of her old life of drudgery and put her in charge of an entire station of drudgery. At least it had been drudgery at first, but as traffic to the station grew, Beck had become more and more content with her post and satisfied with her life. Even so, she had that nagging problem common to most command officers of actually wanting to know what was going on around her station.

“And why are there strange people in my Ops, Russell?” Beck asked, eyeing Dallas and Batyn.

“Agent Samantha Dallas. Starfleet Intelligence. Lieutenant Russell has been assisting my partner and I with our investigation,” Dallas said, stepping forward.

“And why are the strange people answering questions for you, Sean?” Beck said more pointedly.

“Um…she knew about the Flarn?” Russell replied weakly.

“Everybody knows about the Flarn,” Beck snapped.

“No. She knew before they attacked. I arrested her when she tried to warn us.”

“Arrested her, huh? Wonderful recommendation there.”

“We really don’t have time for this, Captain,” Dallas said. “At this very moment, an insidious group is readying some kind of nefarious enterprise.”

Beck blinked several times as she digested Dallas’ statement. “Oooookay. So just who is this insidious group?”

“The Crazy Condor Circus,” Dallas said firmly.

“Russell!”

“She knew about the Flarn,” Russell squeaked.

Beck turned on Dallas. “So that gives you the right to fry a ship belonging to our guests?”

“In all fairness, your boy did the frying,” Batyn said, drawing a glare from Beck. “Well, he did!”

“That was not in my original plan,” Dallas said. “I’m simply here to keep an eye on the circus.”

“I’m guessing I really don’t have the authority to interfere with a Starfleet Intel investigation, as much as I might want to,” Beck said with a sigh.

“No, ma’am,” Dallas said curtly, completely ignoring the small fact that this was not an official Starfleet Intel case.

“Fine. Watch the circus, but do it without obliterating anything else, or you and the seafood buffet there will be sitting in a holding cell until Starfleet Intel sends somebody to escort you off of my station.”

“Your cooperation will be noted,” Dallas said flatly, crushing down the anger growing in the pit of her stomach. Damn Captains. Always too full of themselves and their little seats of power to recognize when real danger was scurrying right under their feet. “Come on, Batyn.” Dallas charged into the nearest turbolift.

“Nice meeting you, Captain,” Batyn said lightly before following his partner.

Russell and Beck locked eyes for several tense moments.

“Babysitter,” Beck said.

“Gotcha,” Russell replied, dashing into the turbolift just before the doors closed.

“Who the hell does she think she is?” Dallas grumbled as the turbolift began its descent toward Starfleet Square Mall.

“The one in charge,” Russell said.

“Yeah, well she doesn’t have to be such a pain in the ass about it.”

“I don’t know,” Batyn said. “I kind of liked her.”

“Are you nuts? I couldn’t stand her!” Dallas snapped.

“That might be why I liked her,” Batyn replied with a fishy smirk.



“All right. Here’s the plan,” Dallas said as she, Batyn, and Lieutenant Russell stepped out onto the main concourse of Starfleet Square Mall. “We need to get a look into those cargo containers the Crazy Condors carted off of their ship. Russell and I will disguise ourselves as stagehands at the auditorium and try and get to the crates. Batyn, you shadow Adrian Cullers. If something’s going to happen here, he’s the one behind it. Go find him.”

“Why bother?” Batyn said.

“Batyn, I…”

“He’s right there,” Batyn finished, pointing at a man headed in their general direction. It was Cullers all right. Dallas grabbed Batyn and Russell, swinging them around so all three were facing a wall as Cullers went past. Whipping quickly back around, Dallas spotted the midget from the docking bay, still wearing his top hat and cape, walking beside Cullers.

Cullers suddenly stopped, having spotted something of interest. In an instant, he and the midget were off in another direction heading toward a well-dressed man strolling casually along the concourse.

“Now who is that?” Dallas muttered. “A fellow conspirator?”

“Do you ever watch holovision?” Batyn exclaimed. “That’s Bradley Dillon.” At that moment, Cullers was speaking to Bradley, who was shaking his head ‘no’ about something or other. Finally, Cullers picked the midget up, putting him almost directly in Bradley’s face. Bradley’s head stopped shaking as he stared at the midget with rapt attention. Finally, his head nodded yes. Cullers smiled, shook Bradley’s hand, then quickly retreated back into the crowds, leaving Bradley alone and unmoving except for his still-nodding head.

“What the hell?” Russell said starting off in Bradley’s direction, Dallas close on his heels, as Batyn ambled along behind them idly wondering what the lunch special was at Soup on a Stick.

“Mister Dillon?” Russell said, trying to draw Bradley’s attention. The multi-billionaire didn’t respond. “Bradley?” Russell waved his hand in front of Bradley’s face. “Hello in there?”

“They’ve poisoned him!” Dallas exclaimed, grabbing Dillon. “It was an assassination! Get a doctor!”

“Get off of me!” Bradley Dillon declared indignantly, Dallas’ touch snapping him out of whatever trance he was in. “Who is this woman, Lieutenant?” Bradley demanded once he saw Russell.

“Sorry, Mister Dillon. She’s with me,” Russell replied, wondering how many more times he was going to find himself explaining and apologizing for Dallas. She’d better at least agree to dinner after all of this.

“What did Adrian Cullers want from you?” Dallas demanded, getting back in Bradley’s face.

“He wanted to me to come to his circus tonight,” Bradley replied.

“What about his midget?” Dallas asked.

“What midget?” Bradley asked confused. “Never mind. I don’t have time for this. I have things to do before tonight.”

“You aren’t actually going to the circus, are you?” Dallas asked.

“Yes, of course. I wouldn’t miss it,” Bradley said almost mechanically, his eyes looking slightly glazed as he spoke. He suddenly shook it off and strode off down the mall toward the entrance of The Starfleet Suites Hotel, which was owned and operated, predictably enough, by Dillon Enterprises.

“Now that was weird,” Russell said.

“They’re pretty hard up for an audience if they’re resorting to hypnosis to get people there,” Batyn said.

“At least we’re agreed that it’s hypnosis. They want Bradley Dillon at tonight’s show for some reason,” Dallas said.

“Kidnapping? Extortion? Flat out robbery? The man is loaded.”

“That doesn’t really seem like the Crazy Condors. Something bigger is going on.” Dallas paused for a moment and looked at her partner. “Wait. Are you saying you believe me about them now?”

“They’re definitely up to something,” Batyn replied. “But that’s as far as I go. I’m assuming simple money-grubbing until I see evidence of your big galactic conspiracy.”

“Deal.”

“How did he miss the midget?” Russell asked confused, breaking into Dallas and Batyn’s exchange.

“How did you miss the whole hypnosis thing?” Batyn muttered.

“I mean, he was right in Mister Dillon’s face,” Russell continued, putting his hand up as an example. “Right there! How can you miss that?”

Dallas pulled Russell’s hand back down. “Forget that for now. You and Batyn try and find out what the Crazy Condors have planned for Bradley Dillon.”

“I’m sure they’ll be happy to tell us their entire plan,” Batyn said sarcastically.

“Where are you going?” Russell asked as Dallas headed away.

“Shopping. I think I have an idea.”

“Is that a good thing?” Russell asked Batyn.

Batyn shook his head. “Nah. This is usually when I start worrying.”

“Have I mentioned how happy I am that I got dragged into this?”

“I’m right there with you.”



Considering that they were less than five minutes away from show time, the members of The Crazy Condor Circus seemed oddly composed in Lieutenant Russell’s opinion. Of course, the fact that they were most likely evil could have had something to do with that.

Russell and Agent Batyn had spent most of the afternoon hanging around the auditorium with Batyn trying to keep any of the Crazy Condors from spotting him, which pretty much reduced him to lurking on the catwalks above the stage while Russell milled about backstage attempting to appear as though he had a reason to be there.

Now, unfortunately, he had a reason. Agent Dallas had summoned him and Batyn out of the auditorium a short time earlier, ready to divulge the results of her shopping expedition.

“I don’t get it,” Agent Batyn had said, holding one of the small circular objects, little larger than a rank pip, in his hand.

“It’s a property tag,” Dallas replied, snapping the device away from her partner. “It’s supposed to be for keeping track of your gear in hostile environments. I found it at Dillon’s Supply Depot.”

“We aren’t tagging gear, are we?” Russell said, getting the gist of where this was headed.

Dallas smiled predatorily. “Nope.”

So now Lieutenant Russell was faced with the prospect of somehow getting these property tags onto each one of the Crazy Condors. He had to admit, it made sense to keep tabs on them during the performance if something horrible was supposed to be happening, but he wasn’t too thrilled about having to play this big of a part in the whole scheme while Dallas and Batyn sat in the back of the audience watching the monitor of the tag locator.

Suddenly, Russell saw his chance. Adrian Cullers, the Ringmaster, had gathered his small group of performers together in a huddle for a last minute pep-talk. All six Crazy Condors (Cullers, Claude the French Poodle Trainer, the two Flying T’Falls, Matilda the Bearded Waltzing Weightlifting Lady, and the midget, who according to the program was named The Magnificent Mini Mendrini) in one place. He had to act now.

“Woah woah WOAH!” Russell sprawled to the stage floor after faking a fairly convincing trip (Russell had had stage aspirations of his own at one point in his life) and went sliding between the two T’Falls, both of whom gazed down at him with typical Vulcan detachment while the other Crazy Condors glared.

“Sorry,” Russell said, starting to get up. “Wait!” He clutched at his collar. “Where’s my other pip?” He began fumbling around on the floor, brushing his hands past the shoes of the various Crazy Condors, attaching the tags as he did so, then, finally, Russell stood up in the center of the group, pip in hand. “Got it. Sorry about that. Break a leg, everybody.”

Russell made a hasty retreat, using the stage exit of the auditorium, then raced around to the main auditorium entrance, where he found Dallas waiting for him.

“I did it,” he said, out of breath.

“Uh huh,” Dallas replied distractedly, barely looking up from the tag tracker, a small, hand-held device about half the size of a standard padd.

“Good evening, Lieutenant,” Bradley Dillon said with a courteous nod as he walked up to the pair accompanied by a fidgety man Russell didn’t recognize. Something about him just screamed socially-inept science type. “This is Doctor Donoski from my R&D division. I thought I’d force him out of a lab for a while since he’s visiting.”

“Hi,” Donoski said softly as he gave a shy wave.

“Lieutenant Russell here is our Chief of Security,” Bradley explained. “His female companion and I have not been properly introduced.”

“Sandy Duncan,” Dallas said quickly. “Security Intern. Nice ta meet ya.”

Bradley smiled at Russell. “An intern, Lieutenant? Well, judging by our run-in this afternoon, she certainly seems eager.”

“I love my work,” Dallas replied without looking away from her monitor. “The show will be starting soon. Better get inside.”

“Charming woman,” Bradley said, stepping away with Donoski as Dallas kicked Russell, drawing an angry glare from the Security Chief.

“Tag him!” she whispered.

“Oh!” Russell whispered back, pulling a tag from his pocket, which he lobbed at Bradley Dillon. It impacted lightly against the billionaire’s rear end and held fast.

Dallas and Russell exchanged a look as both threatened to break down laughing. “Well, we’ll know where his ass is at all times,” Dallas said finally. That did it. The two almost hit the floor laughing as Batyn emerged from the auditorium carrying one of the small padds from the seat backs that displayed the program.

“Have you looked at this?” Batyn asked, ignoring the state Dallas and Russell were in. They didn’t respond. “Hello? I’m actually paying attention to the case here. Let’s try and encourage me or something.”

“What is it?” Dallas said, getting control of herself.

“The program,” Batyn said, handing her the padd. “Notice anything weird?”

Dallas looked down the list of acts. The Magnificent Mini Mendrini. Claude and His Peerless Poodles, Matilda’s Massive Muscle Review.

“Where are the T’Falls?” she asked.

“Barnacle.”

“What?” Russell asked confused.

“She’s latched onto the problem,” Batyn explained. The lights inside the auditorium dimmed as the doors began to automatically close.

Dallas looked back down at her monitor. “Two signals are on the move. Out the back exit. Anybody want to guess who?”

“Let’s go,” Russell said.

“No. You and Batyn have to watch Bradley Dillon.” She turned to her partner. “You still have the second tag tracker?”

“No. I lost it in less than an hour. Of course I still have it,” Batyn said irritated.

“Good,” Dallas said without missing a beat. “You and Russell watch Bradley Dillon. We just tagged him. I’ll deal with the T’Falls.”

“I can call out my officers,” Russell said. “You may need backup.”

“Something bigger is going on here. I don’t want to come in too strong just yet,” Dallas said, moving off down the corridor. “I’ll comm you if I need help.”

“You ready to head in?” Batyn asked, opening the door.

“Yeah. I guess,” Russell replied, watching Dallas disappear around the corner.

“Our seats had better still be there, or somebody’s getting fish-slapped.”



The T’Falls made their way into the nearest turbolift and began ascending toward Starfleet Square Mall. Agent Dallas waited impatiently for the next car, then resumed her pursuit. Rather than exit at the mall, the T’Falls continued up two more levels into the heart of the Dillon Enterprises offices. Suddenly, Dallas’ readout of their tag signals began to destabilize, as though the signal was being jammed.

Why would Bradley Dillon have jammers operating in his offices?

Or maybe it wasn’t Bradley Dillon’s fault. The T’Falls were likely running their own jammers to hide their entrance to the Dillon complex. She’d be sure to look for their jamming device once she finished kicking the crap out of them.



“It’s a carpin’ circus,” Batyn muttered as Adrian Cullers rambled through his introduction to the show. “Get to the acts and get the hell off of the stage.”

“…pleasure to bring you a small sampling of our much larger repertoire. We hope that this will wet your appetite to see our entire show should you happen to be visiting a world where we’re performing, but, now, without further ado I’d like to bring out our first featured performer: The Magnificent Mini Mendrini!” Adrian Cullers clapped as the caped midget strode out onto the stage, taking a deep bow.

“Good evening, Ladies and Gentlemen,” Mendrini intoned in an almost musical, deep voice. “I am honored to be with you this evening to display a few modest feats of prestidigitation.”

The audience spontaneously applauded Mendrini’s perfect enunciation as the magician stepped toward a chair that Adrian Cullers brought out onto the stage. “I will require a volunteer,” Mendrini said. Instantly, every hand in the audience went up, including Batyn and Russell’s.

“He’s good,” Batyn said to himself, trying to force his hand back down.

“You, sir,” Mendrini said, pointing into the front row of the audience. “Join me.”

Bradley Dillon rose to his feet and walked up onto the stage in a dazed stupor.

“Sit down.”

Bradley did so without so much as a blink.

“What is your name?”

“Bradley Dillon.”

“And what do you do, Bradley?”

“I run one of the largest corporations in the galaxy.”

“Very nice. So what is your bank account number?” Mendrini asked with a sly grin, drawing a laugh from the audience.

“I won’t tell you that.”

“Of course not,” Mendrini said. “But you must be a busy man. How would you feel about getting away from it all for a while? Wouldn’t that be nice?”

“Uh huh,” Bradley said, nodding dumbly.

“Then today is your lucky day,” Mendrini said, snapping his fingers. A rectangular box lowered from the catwalk, covering Bradley. “And a one, and a two, and a THREE!”

Mendrini pointed at the box, which suddenly exploded in a large cloud of white smoke.

When it cleared, the box and Bradley Dillon were nowhere to be seen.

“Now how’s that for getting away from it all?” Mendrini asked, raising his arms into the air victoriously.

On cue, the audience applauded wildly.



Agent Dallas wasn’t quite sure what she expected the T’Falls to be doing when she tracked them down, but sitting around a small stone fountain at the intersection of two of the Dillon Enterprises corridors playing a small travel Tri-D chess game was not anywhere on the list.

Why sneak into the Dillon Enterprises area taking all of the trouble to jam sensors just to play chess?

She didn’t get much time to ponder the question, though, as the T’Falls, with their superior Vulcan hearing, detected her approach. Widening their eyes ever so briefly as an acknowledgment of their surprise, the T’Falls got to their feet, standing side-by-side in their white tights adorned with blue stars.

“Did you fellas get a little lost?” Dallas asked confidently, striding forward with her hands in her pockets, one of which was currently gripping her hand phaser.

“Samantha Dallas,” the T’Falls said flatly (as if she’d expect them to speak in any other way). “Your presence is unexpected and unwelcome.”

“Funny. I’m betting that Bradley Dillon would feel the same way about your presence here. Care to fill me in?”

“You will now be dispatched.”

“Try me,” Dallas said as the T’Falls began to move, both launching into graceful forward flips toward her position. Dallas had the phaser out in an instant and fired, hitting the left T’Fall in the legs mid-flip. He collapsed to the deck with a grunt as feeling seeped out of his limbs.

Dallas dodged left as the remaining T’Fall completed his flip, narrowly avoiding having a foot slam into her head in the process. The T’Fall regained his footing quickly, but Dallas already had her fist in motion, smashing the Vulcan in the stomach. He didn’t even flinch.

Damn Vulcan strength, Dallas thought to herself as she was lifted into the air and flung toward the stone fountain. She landed just shy of it, much to her relief, and scrambled to her knees to aim her phaser.

The T’Fall was already right on her. Dallas slammed her thumb down on the fire control frantically, sending a phaser blast sizzling past the T’Fall’s right arm. He did not look amused, not that Vulcan’s ever looked amused.

Suddenly, his body jolted forward, almost hitting Dallas before he smacked into the edge of the fountain and flipped into the water.

Dallas found herself face to face with Captain Lisa Beck, crouched in a fighting stance.

“I am so getting an explanation when this is over,” Beck said.

“Duck!” Dallas cried just as the other T’Fall, who had shaken off the stun blast to his legs alarmingly quickly, launched himself at Beck from behind. Beck dropped to the deck as Dallas charged forward at a dead run, arm extended. She caught the T’Fall in the neck with her straight arm, sending him thudding to the deck. As soon as he hit, he was rolling, leaping back to his feet to face Dallas.

Meanwhile, the now-drenched T’Fall in the fountain had pulled himself to his feet and was sizing up Captain Beck.

“I have no desire to harm a Starfleet Captain,” he said. “I request that you leave this area and do not speak of this incident.”

“Request denied,” Beck said sternly.

“Regrettable…for you.”

The T’Fall leapt out of the fountain, landing in front of Beck and immediately launching into a quick series of kicks and jabs, spraying water everywhere as he did so. Beck staggered back as the first few hits connected with her body, then she fought back, blocking blows and landing a few of her own.

Dallas’ T’Fall was far less verbose, instead choosing to attack directly. Dallas dodged his initial charge, slamming her elbow into the rear of the T’Fall’s head as he sailed by. She continued to turn, launching into a flat out run as the T’Fall stumbled toward the fountain, trying to stop himself and recover from the blow to the head. Dallas quickly kicked out, hitting the battered T’Fall in the small of the back and shoving him forward. The T’Fall gasped in pain as his shins crashed against the edge of the fountain. He toppled down into the gurgling water, writhing in agony.

“Captain! Drop him!” Dallas said, aiming her phaser at the fountain. Understanding, Beck launched herself in the patented James T. Kirk two-booted drop kick, knocking her T’Fall back into the fountain.

With both Vulcans in the water, Dallas fired. The stun blast hit the water and conducted through the liquid into each man’s body. After a few seconds of spasms, they collapsed into complete and utter unconsciousness.

“Nice timing,” Dallas said, putting her phaser away.

“We get a sensor glitch in Dillon Enterprises, then you show up, and you think I’m not going to check it out?” Beck said, rubbing her arms where she’d been hit. She tapped her commbadge. “Beck to security.”

“Ensign Waits here,” a male security officer replied over the comm system.

“I’ve got a pickup at my position. Two Vulcans. Nimble. Bring binders.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Dallas leaned down to check the T’Falls over. What were they after? She couldn’t see a padd or anything, but she did see a small wrist communicator on one of them. Beck was looking at the scattered chess set, giving Dallas a chance to swipe the communicator without the captain noticing. The T’Falls were obviously waiting for something, most likely a signal, and Dallas wanted to make sure she’d be the one to receive it.



Normally, Batyn would have been fairly annoyed by the Magnificent Mini Mendrini’s rapid departure after making Bradley Dillon vanish, but for some reason he found himself applauding wildly with everyone else in the audience as Mendrini took several bows and rushed from the stage while Adrian Cullers stepped into the spotlight.

“Wow,” Lieutenant Russell mumbled. “He was amazing.”

“Magnificent even,” Batyn said as Cullers launched into his introduction of Matilda’s Waltzing Weightlifting act. Batyn and Russell found themselves staring numbly at the stage.

“This is…wrong,” Russell said, his words slurring as he forced his lips to move.

“Right. Must…find…Bradley,” Batyn said, fighting against some unknown force in his brain compelling him to watch a giant bearded woman cavort across the stage toting around large chunks of metal.

“Where…is…he?”

“Don’t know,” Batyn said. “Need tracker.” Batyn shoved his hand down into his pocket, then wrenched it back up with the tracker in hand.

“See him?” Russell asked.

“Can’t. Eyes won’t…look away from…stage.”

Russell jerkily reached over and aimed Batyn’s head in the right direction. “Got him,” Batyn said. “He’s with Mendrini…in another room. He’s not moving. I should…check it out. Stay here. Watch things.”

“I’ll do that.” Several second passed. “You going?”

“Trying,” Batyn said, finally resorting to grabbing his leg and shifting it sideways. Russell shoved him into a standing position. “Thanks,” Batyn added, shuffling down the aisle, moving each leg one at a time.

By the time the auditorium doors closed behind him, Batyn felt full control of his body returning. Shaking the last vestiges of whatever mental mojo the Magnificent Mini Mendrini had cast on him, he headed off down the corridors, following Bradley Dillon’s signal until he found himself outside a storage room off the rear hallways of the auditorium. Batyn switched from the tracker to his tricorder for a moment, just to make sure no other lifesigns were emanating from the room. No sense in charging in and finding a battalion of Romulans or something. That sort of stupidity he’d leave to Dallas.

Satisfied that only Bradley and Mendrini were inside, Batyn stepped through the doors hoping that he’d just find the two of them sharing a cup of tea or something.

They weren’t.

Bradley Dillon had been strapped into a chair underneath a lone white light as Mendrini stood on his lap, staring intently into the billionaire’s eyes.

“The generator, Mister Dillon,” Mendrini said soothingly.

Bradley’s head shook back and forth languidly. “Can’t…won’t…no.”

“The generator, Mister Dillon. Where is the generator?”

“Noooo…” Bradley’s eyes glazed over even more, if that was possible, as Mendrini leaned in closer.

“The gen…”

“Hey! Stop that!” Batyn shouted, startling Mendrini, who toppled backwards off of Bradley Dillon onto the floor.

“Wha?” Bradley exclaimed, shaking his head to clear it. “What’s happening? Let me go?”

“Do you mind?” Mendrini said angrily as he got to his feet, his voice booming surprisingly loud for a guy who barely made it past Batyn’s kneecaps.

Batyn clamped his hand over his eyes before Mendrini could look him in the face. “Yeah. I do. Let him go. You’re under arrest.”

“Put your hand down,” Mendrini said calmly.

“No!”

“Now.”

“Not gonna do it.”

“I suggest that you lower your arm.”

“No way. I’m not…”

THUNK!

Something rather hard smashed into Batyn’s head from behind, sending him sprawling to the floor. “Deal with Dillon,” he heard Adrian Cullers’ voice say as his world swam. “I’ll see to this one.” Batyn didn’t really like that idea at all, but he was suddenly too unconscious to worry about it.



One of the T’Falls began to stir, but it was promptly cut short as Dallas fired another stun blast into the fountain.

“Any idea what these guys were after?” Captain Lisa Beck asked, leaning casually against the wall as she and Agent Dallas waited for security to arrive.

“Not a clue,” Dallas said. “It doesn’t really matter though. Assault on a Starfleet captain should put them in a rehabilitation facility for a nice long time.”

“Oh yeah,” Beck said. “I tend to want to prosecute those sorts of things. Just one of my personality quirks.” A team of six security officers rounded the corner, headed in their direction. Beck straightened up and immediately shifted into commanding officer mode. In short order, the senseless T’Falls were dragged from the fountain, secured with wrist and leg binders, and carted away.

“You coming?” Beck asked, looking back at Dallas as she prepared to follow the security team.

“Not yet,” Dallas said. “I want to look for clues. That sort of thing.”

“Uh huh,” Beck said suspiciously. “You do realize that if you’re keeping something from me, I am going to find out about it, and then I’m going to be VERY annoyed.”

“You will know as soon as I have anything solid,” Dallas said. “That’s a promise.”

“Good enough,” Beck said. “And next time you’re about to get into fight, call for backup first.”

“I’ll do that,” Dallas said as Beck headed off down the corridor. The Starfleet Intel agent sat down on the edge of the fountain and pulled the communicator she’d swiped from the T’Falls out of her pocket.

Now there was nothing to do but wait.



“This would be a real good time for Dallas to get off her tail and save me for once,” Batyn thought to himself as he sat strapped into a chair across the room from where Mendrini was once again working on Bradley Dillon. Cullers had given him one hell of a headache with whatever he’d clubbed him with, but on the bright side, he was still alive and hadn’t been turned into a mime or anything, which is what Cullers had done to Dallas in their last encounter. In retrospect, Batyn really should have taken Dallas’ claims about the Crazy Condors a bit more seriously. But an evil circus? It had sounded so ridiculous. Of course, that was before the Ringmaster had bashed him over the head.

Speaking of Cullers, the storage room doors opened to admit the Crazy Condors’ leader. “Any progress?” he asked Mendrini.

“His will is very strong,” Mendrini replied. “He is resisting, but I will get the information.”

“The clock is ticking, Mendrini. Claude just went on, but he only has so many poodle tricks.”

Mendrini turned back to Bradley Dillon, who was back in the same dazed state he’d been in when Batyn first barged into the room. “The generator, Mister Dillon.”

“Don’t tell him!” Batyn shouted.

“Let me go!” Bradley said, snapping back to alertness.

“Relax,” Mendrini said. Bradley’s head instantly slumped forward.

“Wake up!” Batyn cried. Bradley shot back up.

“Relax.” Down.

“Hey!” Up.

“Relax.” Down.

“Wakey wakey!”

“RELAX!” Mendrini shouted.

“I most certainly will not!” Bradley shouted back.

Mendrini calmed himself as Batyn saw Cullers storming over to him. “Relax,” the magician said, sending Bradley back into his trance.

“That will be quite enough,” Cullers whispered harshly in Batyn’s earhole. “I don’t know who you are, but I can assure you that you are going to regret ever crossing me.”

“WILL NOT!” Batyn screamed. Cullers clamped his hands over his pained ears as Bradley snapped back awake.

“Relax,” Mendrini said, his voice almost shaking with anger. “Where is the generator?”

“Can’t,” Bradley said softly.

Batyn opened his mouth to shout again, but Cullers slapped his hand over it, silencing the Antidean.

“The generator, Mister Dillon,” Mendrini urged.

“Lab Three. Secure cabinet.”

“What is the deactivation code for the cabinet, Mister Dillon?” Mendrini asked as Cullers pulled a small communicator out of his pocket with his free hand. “The generator is in Lab Three. Find it. I’ll have the security code for you soon.”



A smile spread across Dallas’ face as she heard the voice on the communicator. “…I’ll have the security code for you soon.”

“That’s awfully nice of you, Cullers. I’ll be sure to mention your generosity at your trial,” Dallas replied.

The other end was silent for several moments.

“Who is this?” Cullers demanded.

“You don’t remember me? I’m hurt. Let me refresh your memory. Does watching your mimes get their white faces bashed in ring any bells?”



From the angle he was sitting at, Batyn thought it looked a bit like a few veins in Cullers’ neck were about to burst.

“Dallas!” Cullers shouted in a quaking fury. “DALLAS!”

“Hey!” Mendrini snapped. “Don’t you start, too!”

“Let me go!” Bradley Dillon demanded yet again.

“Shut up!” Cullers said, pulling his hand away from Batyn’s mouth to yell at Bradley.

“Oh yes. That will relax him wonderfully,” Mendrini groused. “Do you want the security code or not?”

“Yes!” Cullers said firmly. He pointed at Batyn threateningly. “And you don’t say anything.”

“Like what?” Batyn replied. “DALLAS! HELP! Something like that?”

Cullers clenched his fists as Dallas’ voice piped up over the commline. “Batyn, hang on. I’m on my way, Cullers. And I’ll be bringing company.” The commline clicked closed.

“Better get some refreshments,” Batyn said. “Security officers tend to get hungry after a few arrests.”

Cullers slammed the communicator to the deck and stomped on it. The device incinerated under his boot, leaving nothing behind as he turned on Mendrini. “Get as much as you can out of Dillon. Security codes. Bank account numbers. Anything.” The Ringmaster charged toward the exit.

“Where are you going?” Mendrini demanded, his voice showing a slight edge of panic.

“To close the show. Just get to work.” Cullers stormed out of the storage room.

“I’d run,” Batyn said calmly.

“Be quiet.”

“Make me,” Batyn replied. “Come over here and hypnotize me with those itty-bitty eyes, shrimp.”

“Leave my height out of this.”

“What? Can’t handle a little oceanic humor? Do you have any idea how many fish jokes I get in a year?”

“I don’t care.”

“No, but I bet you’ve heard every short joke there is. Shrimp. Tadpole. Prawn.”

“What the hell is a prawn?” Mendrini said.

“You don’t know?”

“Stop it!” Mendrini spat. “I know what you’re doing. You’re trying to distract me so I’ll leave Bradley Dillon alone.”

“Why would I do that?”

“ARRGH! That’s it!” Mendrini spun around to face Bradley. “I’m not listening to you anymore.”

“Not at all?” Batyn asked.

“No.”

“Not even if I told you you were about to get clobbered.”

“Leave me alone.”

“Ooookay,” Batyn said with a shrug. “Your funeral.”

“Damn you! Will you please…” Mendrini spun back around and found himself face to chest with Samantha Dallas.

“Mother,” Mendrini squeaked, looking up at the irate agent.

“Not even close,” Dallas replied.

Then she clobbered him.



“Thank you, ladies and gentlemen. You’ve been a gracious audience, and on behalf of everyone at The Crazy Condor Circus, I’d like to extend our invitation to see our complete show as we tour the quadrant. Good night!”

Wild cheers broke out from the crowd as Adrian Cullers, Matilda, and Claude the Poodle Trainer took their bows. If Cullers had to guess, he’d say that the Magnificent Mini-Mendrini was unavoidably detained.

Suddenly, Mendrini’s body slid out from the wings onto the stage in front of him, moaning softly and battered to pulp.

“Consider that a sneak preview, Cullers,” Samantha Dallas called, stepping out onto the stage flanked by Agent Batyn, Captain Lisa Beck, and a small battalion of Starfleet Security officers. Lieutenant Russell, seeing the activity, pried himself out of his seat and headed down to the stage while the rest of the audience, still operating under Mendrini’s hypnosis, filed obediently out of the auditorium.

“Is there a problem, Captain?” Cullers asked innocently as Matilda and Claude exchanged worried glances.

“I’d say so,” Beck said, holding up a padd. “Your program didn’t mention that the big show would actually be happening off stage.”

“I beg your pardon.”

“Where are your acrobats?” Beck continued. “You brought them here. How come they’re not on the program?”

“They told me they were not feeling well. I excused them from the performance and removed them from the program. I would assume they are resting back on board the ship.”

“Try the infirmary,” Dallas said. “Where they tried to put us!”

“You must be joking,” Cullers said shocked. “They’re two of the most reserved Vulcans I’ve ever known.”

“Yeah. They reserved a few choice blows for us,” Beck said.

“I am shocked to hear it, Captain, but, as I said, I assumed they were in their quarters.”

“Sure you did,” Batyn said. “That’s exactly why you commed them while you had me tied up.”

Cullers started laughing. “Now you’re being ridiculous. I’ve been doing a show here. I didn’t very well have time to go off and put a fish on ice, so to speak.”

“Ha ha,” Batyn said humorlessly.

“So we’re just supposed to think the midget acted alone?” Beck asked.

“I’m afraid I don’t understand the question,” Cullers said.

“We found your friend there interrogating Bradley Dillon.”

“He knows,” Batyn said. “He was there.”

“I most certainly wasn’t.”

Russell suddenly grabbed Cullers, pulling him up roughly by his collar. “Where’s Bradley Dillon?”

“Down, Sean. Doctor Nelson is looking at him,” Beck said.

“Oh,” Russell said, dropping Cullers. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Dallas said. “This man is the mastermind of a plot to steal a generator from Bradley Dillon. He used Mister Hypnotism down there to kidnap Dillon and extract information from him while his hench-Vulcans waited in the Dillon Enterprises complex to retrieve the generator.”

“What kind of generator?” Russell asked.

“Oh yes. Do enlighten us,” Cullers said. “I’d love to know what it is I’m supposedly trying to steal.”

“I don’t know,” Dallas admitted. “But it’s obviously damn important!”

“Captain Beck,” Cullers said, ignoring Dallas. “Evidently a few of my staff have been engaged in some nefarious activities, which I am appalled about. They should be prosecuted immediately, but allowing this woman to turn this into some vendetta against my entire business is a mistake. She’s been out for me for a long time. If you look into it, you’ll find that Agent Dallas was committed to Tantalus V for her dangerous obsession with my circus. Now I have no idea what it was about The Crazy Condor Circus that first set her off, but she’s been hounding me for over two years now.”

Beck turned on Dallas. “Tantalus?”

“I didn’t belong there,” Dallas shot back.

“Did you know about this, Russell?”

“Um…yes, but…er…she was right about the Flarn!” Russell replied defensively.

Cullers stepped back in. “By all means arrest the T’Falls and Mendrini, Captain, but I believe you know that you have no reason to hold the rest of us.”

Beck thought about his for a moment, pacing in front of Cullers and Dallas. “You’re right,” she said finally.

“Captain!” Dallas exclaimed.

“What about me? I saw him!” Batyn said.

“You’re Dallas’ partner and therefore biased,” Cullers replied.

“I’ll give you biased,” Batyn said, raising one of his massive scaled hands.

“He’s right! I can’t hold him, so just back the hell down!” Beck shouted, silencing everyone.

“Thank you,” Cullers said. “We appreciate your judgment.”

She turned on Cullers. “My judgment is that you’re a slimy piece of sh** who should be rotting in a penal colony somewhere,” Beck said. “That comes from instinct, not evidence, but I’m more than happy to go with it. Now I want you and your freak show off of my station as soon as your ship is operational. Until then, you’re confined to the docking bay. Dismissed!” Beck turned on her heel and stormed off the stage as the security officers scooped up the battered Mendrini.

“He’s not Starfleet,” Russell said, jogging to catch up with her. “I don’t think you can dismiss him.”

“Can it, Sean!”

“Wait,” Cullers called after her. “What did you mean by operational?” He turned his glare on Dallas and Batyn.

Batyn shrugged. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said robotically, then headed off after Beck and Russell.

Dallas took a step toward Cullers, going toe-to-toe with the Ringmaster as Claude and Matilda moved to defend their leader.

“I’m not going to hit him,” Dallas said. “Just wanted to say hi.”

“I’m touched,” Cullers dead-panned.

“Unfortunately not,” Dallas replied. “And this isn’t over. The score’s tied at one, but I assure you, I will be the next one to strike. And you won’t be wiggling out of it on a technicality.”

“Until we meet again,” Cullers said with a slight bow, his voice a thinly veiled threat.



TWENTY-FOUR HOURS LATER…



Bradley Dillon sat perfectly still, enjoying the dim golden light of several holo-candles barely illuminating his office. Here, watching the faux-flames flickering off of the gold and brass fittings around the room, Bradley liked to do most of his deep thinking. It was his own kind of meditation, a habit he’d picked up from a mystic friend who’d once lived on Waystation.

Someone else knew about the subspace generator.

That much was certain. Somehow another group had learned of the generator’s existence and attempted to steal it during the one time it would be away from his well-protected research and development space-station. He should just have gone there for the demo instead of insisting that Dr. Donoski bring it to Waystation in person.

Bradley wouldn’t make that mistake again. He’d sent Donoski and the subspace generator back to the R&D station as soon as Dr. Nelson released him from the infirmary and well before the remaining members of The Crazy Condor Circus had their ship in any condition to leave Waystation.

He was left with one inescapable conclusion. He had a mole. Donoski had more than ample time to run off on his own with the generator, not that he would have. He was too much of a science for science’s sake sort of man. Bradley trusted him; he wouldn’t have let him take the generator back if he didn’t.

So it was someone else. Someone at the R&D station. Outside of Bradley, they were the only ones who knew that the generator even existed. And he didn’t much relish the idea of too many others gaining the technology to open their own pockets of subspace. At first, it had seemed like a novel storage idea, but quickly the dangerous possibilities became apparent. You could hide anything…ANYTHING…and take it anywhere.

He had to find the mole, but that meant using the generator as bait.

Slowly, a plan formed in Bradley Dillon’s mind. All he needed was the right independent transport operator (i.e. smuggler) for the job.

Now what was the name of that woman his brother had mentioned? Karen Raleigh? No no. Wrong North Carolina city.

Durham. Karina Durham.

Bradley activated his desk console and began setting his plan into motion.



ONE WEEK LATER…



“You really want to disturb Admiral Gitt’s lunch?” Agent Batyn asked as he and Dallas walked through the halls of Starfleet Intelligence in Moscow.

“That means he’ll actually be there,” Dallas replied. “I want to make sure he understands that it was one of his fellow admirals who let me out of Tantalus V.”

“Maybe it was him.”

“He has me committed just so he can release me 18 months later and start sending me anonymous packages of information? I don’t think so.”

“Just a thought.”



“I expected to hear from you days ago,” Admiral Hitori Sulu said unhappily, addressing Adrian Cullers on the viewscreen as Sulu and Admiral Gitt sat at a small conference table in Gitt’s office.

“We were unavoidably detained at Waystation. Mechanical issues.”

“What about the generator?”

“We couldn’t get it.”

“Couldn’t get it!” Sulu said, his voice rising.



Dallas and Batyn strode right past Gitt’s personal assistant in the outer office of Gitt’s suite, ignoring his cries that Gitt was in a lunch meeting and couldn’t be disturbed.



“Why couldn’t you get it?” Sulu demanded. “My plans hinge on that generator?”

Cullers took a deep breath before speaking. “I’m sorry, Admiral. We ran into…”

The door to Gitt’s office began to open suddenly.

“Please hold,” Gitt said quickly as the Bolian slapped his hand down on the comm’s hold button and rose from his seat. He was quite ready to give his assistant a thorough lashing for barging in like this.

But the sight of the woman charging into his office stopped him before he could utter a sound.

“Afternoon, Admiral,” she said, Batyn stepping in behind her.

“A-a-agent Dallas,” Gitt said, trying to get his composure. Batyn couldn’t help but notice that the eyes of the Asian admiral beside Gitt widened in surprised upon hearing Dallas’ name.

“Reporting for duty,” Dallas said, handing Gitt a padd with a copy of the order releasing her from Tantalus V. “Actually, I’ve already been on duty. I’ll have my report from Waystation for you in the morning.”

“Waystation?” Gitt asked weakly.

“I am expecting additional material from Captain Beck once the prisoners have been thoroughly interrogated.”

“Prisoners?”

“Hey. I was right about the Flarn, wasn’t I?” Dallas said with a smirk. “It’s good to be back. We’ll be working if you need us.” Dallas headed out of the office again without waiting for Gitt to reply.

“I guess you just can’t keep a good psycho down,” Batyn said with a shrug, turning to follow his partner.

Gitt slumped back down in his chair as Sulu reopened the commlink. Adrian Cullers snapped back to attention.

“You see,” Cullers said. “We ran into…”

“Samantha Dallas,” Admiral Sulu said.

“Yes. Mendrini and the T’Falls are in custody, and frankly we’re lucky Waystation’s captain didn’t decide to hold us all.”

“Yes, lucky,” Gitt said. “At least the Crazy Condors will be able to continue their other work for us, Condor Leader. Perhaps they can try for the generator again later.”

“No,” Sulu said. “They will not. Obviously, the Crazy Condors are incapable of handling an operation this delicate.”

“With all due respect, Condor Leader. We couldn’t have known Dallas would get involved,” Cullers said.

“Which is exactly why I intend to contract with people who are more capable of dealing with unexpected developments,” Sulu replied. “Good day, Condor 98.” Sulu nodded at Gitt, who closed the comm channel, silencing Cullers’ protests.

“Do you have someone in mind, Condor Leader?” Gitt asked.

“A pair of Vulcans I am aware of,” Sulu said. “But I am more concerned about Dallas. How did she escape Tantalus V?”

“She didn’t. She was ordered released…by Admiralty order. The actual name of the admiral authorizing the release has been sealed in Dallas’ medical records.”

“I want to know who,” Sulu said, rising from his seat and striding toward the door. “I’m relying on you, Gitt. Take care of things.”

“I always have,” Gitt replied confidently. Sulu nodded in acknowledgment, then headed out of the office.

Once Sulu was gone, Gitt put his head in his hands and groaned. Dallas was back. And things had been so pleasant for the last eighteen months. Oh well. Time to pull out some more pain-in-the-ass cases for her and the Blackened Trout to deal with.



“That went well,” Dallas said as she and Batyn headed into the Starfleet Intel Headquarters transporter center.

“Definitely. Admiral Gitt looked appropriately shocked and alarmed. So did the other guy.”

“Didn’t notice,” Dallas said. “Who was he?”

“I’m not sure. He wasn’t Intel, though. I’m fairly positive of that.”

“Well, Admiral Gitt’s meal companions are none of our affair.”

“Speaking of, how did your dinner with Lieutenant Russell go? I was surprised you even went.”

“He helped us quite a bit,” Dallas replied. “I felt I owed him at least that much.”

“And?”

“It was a dinner.”

“What about after? Any Breen lingerie involved?”

“That,” Dallas said stepping up onto a transporter padd, “is none of your affair.”

“Oh really?”

“Shut up, Batyn. Energize.”

Batyn suppressed a smile at Dallas as the transporter locked on. As much as it surprised him to admit it, it was good to have her back.



Somewhere out there, Admiral Earl Wyndham waited for the Condor King to make his next move.
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STARDATE 53543.8

S.S. JERRY’S CHOICE 15 HOURS OUT FROM THE SOL SYSTEM



Duong Lanh tossed the pack of rations she’d been allotted for dinner onto her bunk as she entered her quarters after what she’d dubbed “The Day That Wouldn’t End - Part Two.” Yesterday morning, the freighter had been damaged in an unexpected micrometeorite swarm on their way out of the Alpha Centauri system. Most of the problems were minor, but the big problem was how many systems had been affected.

Lanh subscribed to the idea that there were basically two types of engineers. Starfleet engineers had glistening engine rooms that ran perfectly smoothly until an emergency arose, at which point they’d get all excited about the prospect of dealing with a new problem.

Starfleet engineers were wimps.

A real engineer worked on a freighter. Some were born on freighters and spent their childhoods learning how the ships worked so they could head into the engine rooms as soon as they reached maturity. Others grew up on planets but felt the irresistible tug of a life devoted to keeping a ship like the Jerry’s Choice running.

Lanh was starting to wish she’d resisted. The last two days had been hellish for her and the ship’s three other engineers. Life support was a three-hour job, then another six for the warp drive. After all, the freighter still had cargo to deliver.

Now if only she’d had time to get the replicators back up. Unfortunately, she didn’t, and now she was stuck with rations for yet another meal. Lanh (whose name was Vietnamese for “gentle,” something she absolutely did not feel right now) threw herself onto her bunk and tore into ration pack.

“Lin-Lin. Here, kitty,” she said, ripping off a small hunk of the beef-flavored meat cake inside the pack. The cat didn’t show herself. Odd. Usually, Lin-Lin was practically attached to Lanh’s legs as soon as she stepped through the door, purring and rubbing her fur against Lanh as she went in an out of the engineer’s legs in a circle.

“Lin-Lin,” she called again.

“Rooooaarrrwww,” came a low howl from underneath Lanh’s bunk. The black feline stalked out into the open, keeping herself low to the deck as though hunting.

“There’s my girl. Want something to eat?”

“HISSSSSS!” Lin-Lin froze in the middle of the floor, glaring angrily at her owner.

“Yeah. I know. Rations aren’t real high on my list either. As soon as we get to Earth, we’ll get you a nummy treat. Okay? Okay, Lin-Lin? Lin-Lin? What’s wrong, girl?”

Lin-Lin pounced.



TEN HOURS LATER…



“You don’t care at all about this, do you?” Starfleet Intelligence Agent Batyn asked as he steered the Runabout Pee Dee past Saturn towards the outer edge of the Sol system.

“Mmmm…,” Batyn’s partner, Agent Samantha Dallas grunted from the runabout’s co-pilot’s seat, her attention riveted in a padd.

“What the hell is happening to us? I’m supposed to be the one wanting to stay in the office and do nothing. You’re the surf’s up one,” the Antidean said testily.

Dallas finally spoke her first words since their departure from Earth. “I’m not doing nothing.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” Batyn muttered. “What is it? Romance novel? Holodeck operating instructions.”

“Admiralty archives,” Dallas replied. “What I could get anyway.”

“You’re still on that? Who cares, Dallas? Come back to the rest of us…er…me.”

“Somebody got me out of Tantalus V. That same somebody led us to the Crazy Condor Circus on Waystation. I need to know who it is!”

“Why? If they’re keeping their identity a secret, don’t you think there might be a good reason for it?”

“I don’t like mysteries,” Dallas said.

“Then you chose the wrong line of work.”

“I don’t like unsolved mysteries,” Dallas clarified.

“Good. Then maybe I didn’t drag you out here for nothing.”

“What’s the story?” Dallas asked, forcing herself to put the padd aside.

“Oh now she wants to know,” Batyn said.

“I will go back to Earth,” Dallas threatened.

“No way. You were getting obsessed again back there. If you kept that up, you were heading straight back to Tantalus V. You needed a new case.”

“Fine. So what is it already?”

“Mysterious death,” Batyn said ominously.

Dallas sat up. “Death?” she said eagerly. “How mysterious?”

Batyn’s huge eyes darted back and forth conspiratorially. “That, Dallas, is a mystery.”

SMACK!

“Ow!” Batyn cried, clutching the side of his face.

“You deserved it.”



There was certainly a death involved. At least Batyn hadn’t been lying, Dallas thought as she crouched next to Duong Lanh’s bunk and looked over the corpse of the engineer.

“We haven’t moved her,” Jerry Sparacio, owner and captain of the Jerry’s Choice said, leaning tiredly against the door frame of Lanh’s quarters while Dallas and Batyn examined the room’s contents.

“Good,” Dallas said trying not to look in the corpse’s eyes, which were currently wide open, her face contorted in terror. The victim evidently saw whatever did her in.

“I don’t want this to sound callous, but do you have any idea how long they’re going to keep us out here,” Jerry asked. “We still have cargo to deliver, and more importantly, my crew is still stuck with rations. Lanh was our replicator expert.”

“This vessel won’t be allowed into the Sol system until we’ve established what happened here. But you’re welcome to use the replicator on the Pee Dee,” Dallas said distractedly moving in for a closer look at Lanh.

“Hmmm…” Batyn said, looking at his tricorder.

“What hmmm?” Dallas asked.

“She’s a bit low. On blood, I mean.”

Dallas felt around the bunk. “I’m not seeing any. How long ago did this happen?”

“We found her three hours ago,” Jerry said. “We don’t have an actual doc on board, so we couldn’t determine the exact time of death.” Jerry Sparacio looked to be a fairly young man. Early 30s at the most. Despite his comment about his cargo, it was obvious that Lanh’s death was troubling him as he continually shuffled his feet and looked away from the body.

This was the first death on the Jerry’s Choice. Jerry stuck to the major space lanes, so problems like this really hadn’t been an issue. If someone got sick, they were usually close enough to a major world or another vessel that the crewman could be treated.

But this was different. Something or someone had killed his engineer in her quarters on HIS ship.

This was exactly why Maura had wanted him to stay out of space. She’d loved him, but she wasn’t about to spend her life taking those kinds of risks. It was her or the stars. Jerry made his choice and stood by it to the point that he named his ship as a constant reminder.

“Massive blood loss but no blood,” Agent Batyn said. “Could she have been killed elsewhere and moved here?”

“Possibly,” Dallas said, her voice skeptical. Something just didn’t seem right.

“I’ll have my people search the ship,” Jerry said quickly, seemingly glad that there was something he could do to help in the situation. He headed off down the corridor at a rapid clip. Dallas couldn’t blame him really. Despite her interest in the mysterious death, spending this much time around a corpse was unsettling.

Frankly, this case didn’t even seem like it should be in their jurisdiction. Sure it was weird, which fit their case profile, but where the hell was Starfleet Medical in all of this? What if some disease was ravaging the blood of victims, somehow depleting their supply of blood?

Dallas shifted Lanh’s head, moving the section of her neck that had been obscured in shadow into the light. “Batyn?”

“What?”

“Look at these. What do you think?”

The Antidean leaned down beside Dallas, once again marveling Dallas that he didn’t smell like the giant fish he looked like.

“Holes of some kind,” Batyn replied, examining the two side-by-side marks on Lanh’s neck a bit more closely. “Maybe from an injection?” He checked his tricorder. “I’m not detecting any toxins, though.”

“What if that’s where the blood went?”

“Out the holes?” Batyn said skeptically. “Oookay. I’ll bite. Where is it now?”

“I have no idea.”

“Great theory you’ve got there, Dallas.”

Dallas glared at him. “I know. I know. Don’t criticize unless I have something to add,” Batyn said. “Anybody ever tell you you’re a one stroke swimmer?”

“Batyn.”

“Dead woman. Right. I guess it’d be too much to hope that this place had decent internal sensors.”

“Check on it,” Dallas said, standing up from the corpse. “And somebody should see to her cat.”

“Cat?” Batyn said alarmed. “What cat?”

Dallas pointed at the kitty box and food and water bowls in the corner, all of which was labeled Lin-Lin in ornate lettering. “Cat.”

“Oh goody,” Batyn muttered.

“I’ll get back to the Pee Dee and replicate some fresh food. That bowl looks days old.”

“A soft spot for felines. I should have known,” Batyn groused.

“You have a problem with cats?”

“What’s wrong with a nice fish? Eh?”

“Too scaly. And they don’t do anything.”

“Scaly!” Batyn said offended.

“What? Do you want me to throw you in a tank in my office?”

“If it gets me a vacation, go for it.”

“Hey. You were the one who dragged me out here. Don’t you forget…”

The doors slid open, cutting Dallas off in mid-sentence as Lin-Lin, Lanh’s black cat stalked into the room. The animal froze as soon as it detected the presence of Dallas and Batyn, its fur rising as the doors slid shut behind it.

“Found the cat,” Batyn remarked.

“Hey there,” Dallas cooed, squatting down slowly as to not scare the feline. “Everything’s going to be okay now. We’re going to get you some new food and water, and you’ll be all set.”

“Other than your dead owner.”

“Batyn!”

“The cat deserves to know the truth. Um…why is it looking at me like that?” Indeed, Lin-Lin had turned her attention to the giant walking piece of seafood occupying her quarters. “Make it stop.”

“The kitty scaring you?” Dallas asked amused.

“It thinks I’m sushi.”

“Come on, Batyn. This cat isn’t going to attack you,” Dallas said as the cat turned its attention back to the human woman squatting in front of her.

Dallas was right. Lin-Lin attacked her instead.

“ROOWARRRRRRRRRR!”

“AUGGHHHH!”

“Demon kitty!”

“Get it off!”

“Hissssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss!”

“Hold still!”

“It’s got my hand! Ahhhh!”

“I said hold still!”

“Put that phaser away! Grab it.”

“No way! I am NOT touching that beast!”

“Grrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr.”

“GET…IT…OFFFF!”

“Fine!”

RIPPPPPPPP!



“AUUUUUUUUUUUGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGG GGHHHHHHHHH!”

“Stop your whining and RUN!”



“MEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO OWWWWWWWW!”

Dallas and Batyn tumbled out into the corridor at a dead run, careening into each other as they went. Recovering quickly, they made a mad dash toward the airlock where the Pee Dee was docked.

“Is it back there?” Dallas demanded.

“I’m not looking to find out. It’ll slash out my eyes!”

They ran into the Pee Dee less than a minute later, sealing the airlock behind them.

“Bad kitty. Bad bad kitty,” Batyn said, gasping for breath.

“Evil kitty,” Dallas said, tending to her injured hand. Considering the grip Lin-Lin’s teeth had had on her hand, she expected there to be a lot more blood from the gash. As it was, only a couple of small trickles were flowing where Batyn had violently removed the cat from Dallas. Otherwise, there were just two small holes.

Two small holes.

“Batyn?”

“What?” Batyn snapped irritated as he watched out the Pee Dee’s hatch for any sign of the feline of doom.

“These look familiar?” Dallas asked, holding her hand up to Batyn.

“Teeth marks. I was there when you got them. Big deal.”

“Look at the size and spacing.”

“Oh no. I see where you’re going with this, and I am not following. That’s ridiculous.”

“That cat just tried to eat us for lunch, and you’re saying it’s ridiculous?”

“It would have hurt us, but I can’t see a small cat killing a full-sized human. Besides, that still doesn’t tell us where the blood went.”

“The cat ate it,” Dallas said.

“And who let you out of Tantalus V again?”

“I’m serious, Batyn. There are bugs on Earth that live off of blood. Why not a mammal?” “The thing had cat food. If it drank blood to live, somebody would have damn well noticed by now. Duong Lanh would have told somebody, and she certainly would have taken better precautions around the thing.”

“Maybe it just happened. There are myths in my culture about undead creatures that suck the blood of the living to survive. Vampires.”

“So now we have a mythological cat,” Batyn said. “This is getting better all the time. I’m guessing there are no real recorded incidents of these vampy things?”

“I don’t think so. They’re kind of a kids’ ghost story sort of thing, but that doesn’t mean they don’t exist. Many myths and fairy tales start with a shred of fact.”

“Yeah. Like there’s an enchanted school of prawns on Antide Three just waiting to anoint me as their leader and feed themselves to me for the rest of my days. Sure.”

“It’s all we’ve got right now,” Dallas said, heading toward the front of the runabout. “I need some more info. I’m comming Wally.”

“I’m sure he’ll be thrilled,” Batyn said.

“You can always go track down the cat.”

Batyn winced. “Let’s call Wally.”

“Good plan.”



Dallas could almost hear Wally seething on the other end of the commline. “Vampires? You disturbed a perfectly good game of chess for vampires?” Wally’s voice said.

“Just one really. A vampire cat,” Dallas replied.

“You’ve got a vampire bat?”

“No, cat. Meow meow. Hiss.”

“Claw claw. Bite bite,” Batyn added.

“Who the hell is that?” Wally demanded.

“Agent Batyn. My partner,” Dallas explained.

“My sympathies, son.”

“Thank you,” Batyn said.

“Can we get back to the vampires?” Dallas asked.

“There are no such things as vampires,” Wally said tired. “Good night, Dallas.”

“Wait. Just pretending for a moment that a vampire did exist, how would we go about devampiring it…hypothetically?”

“Devampiring it?” Wally said in disbelief.

“She’s got a soft spot for the psycho kitty of death,” Batyn said.

“Well, you don’t devampire something. It’s undead. The only way to make it not a vampire is to make it deader.”

“Redead the undead,” Batyn quipped.

“Something like that.”

“Okay. Then how do I kill it?” Dallas asked, growing exasperated at the exchange.

“Hang on,” Wally said with a sigh. The line was silent for several moments. “They don’t like garlic, but that won’t destroy them. Looks like you’ve got a couple of choices in that department. Wooden stake through the heart. Burning. Decapitation. And sunlight. Now is that all you want, Sam?”

“Yeah. Thanks a bunch, Wally.”

“Good. I’ve got to go. The staff’s been looking at me strangely the past couple of days,” Wally said.

“Maybe they’re sick of cleaning up after you.”

“Like I make such a big mess,” Wally replied. “Bye, Dallas. And…”

“…don’t ever comm you again. I know,” Dallas said with a smirk. “Good night, Wally.”

“Yeah yeah,” Wally said, then closed the commline.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m all for the burning. Sounds like something we can do from a nice, safe distance,” Batyn said standing up from his seat. “And conveniently enough, we’ve got the perfect tool right here,” he added pulling his phaser out of his pocket.

Dallas frowned slightly, then shook it off. “You’re right,” she said after a moment. “We’ll hunt down Lin-Lin and roast her. But first we’re moving the crew of the freighter over here.”

“We’re not going to make them help?” Batyn asked alarmed.

“They’re civilians. We can handle this ourselves,” Dallas said.

“Yea, us,” Batyn muttered unenthusiastically.



Twelve people do not fit very comfortably in the living area of a runabout, but Dallas had managed to convince the crew of the Jerry’s Choice that it was a preferable alternative to being completely drained of blood and left for dead.

“This is why I hate cats,” Trish Wyatt, the second-in-command of the Jerry’s Choice muttered unhappily from the sofa, where she sat with three others.

“At least there’s food here,” Carlos Hidalgo, one of the freighter’s engineer’s said as he perused the replicator menu. “Right, Stanley?” He patted the man leaning against the wall next to him on the shoulder, waking him.

“Unnh? Yeah,” Stanley Monroe, another of the Jerry’s Choice’s engineers mumbled.

“Let him sleep,” Jerry Sparacio said. “He was up all night trying to fix those replicators.”

“You all are welcome to get as comfortable here as you can,” Dallas said.

“As long as you stay away from my sleeping tank,” Batyn added quickly, glancing up from the phaser he was setting. One just wasn’t going to cut it fro this mission.

“Can you check on darlings for me?” Brenda Knox, the pilot, asked. “They’re my four canaries, and I swear Lin-Lin was always eyeing them. I dread to think what that nasty cat has done to my babies.”

“And look in Bruno, my boxer,” Carlos piped up. “Assuming he hasn’t already gutted that ugly beast.”

“Or been sucked as dry as Vulcan by it,” Trish said.

“We’ll see what we can do,” Dallas said before Carlos could retort. “But all of you are to stay here until we get back. Hopefully you’ve watched enough holovision to know what happens to people who wander off alone when monsters are roaming your ship.”

The freighter crew shuddered at the thought.

“I’m glad we understand each other,” Dallas continued, heading toward the exit hatch. “We’ll be back.”

“Hopefully with as many pints of blood as we left with,” Batyn added, following after his partner.

The freighter crew was silent, contemplating the horror Dallas and Batyn were facing. That lasted for all of three seconds.

“You ever going to order something, Carlos?” Trish asked testily, breaking the silence. “Some of the rest of us are hungry too.”

“This is a difficult decision. After so many days of rations, I want to give my stomach just the right treat.”

“It’s about to be treated to my foot impacting it with extreme force,” Rick Wanatobi, the cargo chief, grumbled.



Taking a bit of her own advice about holovision shows, Dallas made sure that every light on the freighter was blazing brightly as she and Batyn cautiously moved through the ship’s living deck toward Duong Lanh’s quarters.

“We’re not wasting any time on this one, right?” Batyn said, phaser in hand. “We see. We vaporize. We’re done. No trying to pet the poor little demon kitty, okay?”

“That’s the plan,” Dallas said. She stopped for a moment. “Do you hear something?”

“Like what?” Batyn asked.

“Quiet.”

“How can I hear quiet?”

“No, be quiet, you moron,” Dallas snapped. She thought she’d heard a high-pitched noise for a brief second over the hum of the ship’s power systems, but now…

“AHHHHHHH!” Batyn screamed suddenly, looked back in the direction they’d come. Dallas spun around in time to see four bird zipping in their directions, their little faces now distorted into terrifying visages complete with sharp fang-like protrusions on the beaks and red, vicious eyes.

The birds swooped toward Dallas and Batyn, attempting to latch onto their exposed flesh as the Starfleet Intel agents swatted frantically.

“Get them!” Batyn screamed, trying to get his phaser up.

“I’m trying,” Dallas shot back, ripping a vampire canary off of her arm and tossing it to the floor. She fired quickly, nicking the bird in the wing, but it was enough to cause the creature to suddenly flare up and dissolve into a pile of ashes. “Really flammable,” Dallas said.

“That’s not a bad thing,” Batyn replied, swatting at an incoming bird and sending it plummeting to the deck with a broken wing. Considering that threat resolved for the moment, he turned his attention to the canary currently latched to back of his neck and sucking rapidly. An instant later, the first, supposedly injured canary was back in his face. “These things regenerate faster than the Borg.”

“Duck!” Dallas shouted. Batyn hit the floor, crushing the canary on his neck as Dallas fired, vaporizing the canary with the not-so-broken-wing. Batyn’s relief was short-lived as he scrambled to his feet and blasted the canary under him before it could recover. The lone canary remaining fled back down the corridor, coming to a halt right at the next junction, an act that confused Batyn until he heard the low growling. Carlos’ boxer stalked around the corner, fangs bared.

A suddenly howl from the opposite direction sent Dallas and Batyn spinning around to see Lin-Lin exiting Lanh’s quarters and licking her chops. Dallas leveled her phaser at the cat as Batyn spun back to take on the dog.

“No fishy treats today,” Batyn said, pressing the fire trigger. The boxer moved with blinding speed, zipping under the phaser blast, and covering the distance between it and Batyn in a heartbeat. The dog pounced, tackling Batyn to the deck as it dug its teeth into Batyn’s neck. A split second later, it let go, shaking its head in disgust.

“Ha! Not a seafood fan, huh?” Batyn said cockily. Lin-Lin jumped him from behind an instant later.

“Hold still,” Dallas shouted, trying to get a bead on the cat that had just zoomed past her. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the dog eying her. She turn and fired just as it leapt, catching the vampire-canine in mid-air and reducing it to a pile of ash.

“Cat!” Batyn gasped in a panic as he felt the blood being drained from his body.

Dallas kicked out, catching Lin-Lin in the gut and sending her flying off of Batyn, taking a nice hunk of fish-flesh along as she went. The cat, predictably enough, landed on all fours, then transformed into a smoldering pile as Dallas’ next phaser blast seared into it.

Batyn, holding one hand to his injured neck, spotted the final canary moving to escape and fired, catching the bird in the tail feathers and sending it crashing to the deck in a ball of flame.

“That had better be it for the pets,” Dallas said, collapsing to the floor beside Batyn.

“Um…Dallas?”

“What?”

Batyn pointed at the new vampire horde rounding the corner. “HAMSTERS!”



The crew of the Jerry’s Choice had quickly made the best of things on the Pee Dee, replicating more food than they could possibly consume along with several gallons of various types of synthehol while Captain Sparacio ordered the runabout’s computer to get some party music playing.

The festivities screeched to an abrupt halt as two battered figures stumbled through the hatch into the runabout.

“Ship’s…clean,” Dallas gasped, wiping a streak of blood off of her face.

“How are my birds?” Brenda Knox asked hopefully.

“Dead. They’re all dead,” Batyn said harshly. “If you had a pet, it was a vampire, so we incinerated it. End of story.”

Silence as the Jerry’s Choice crew soaked in this sobering information.

“Food,” Dallas said finally, limping over to the replicator.

“Best idea I’ve heard all day,” Batyn said.

“Not that you probably care after slaughtering every creature on the ship, but you had a comm while you were out,” Trish Wyatt said. “Some guy named Wally. I recorded it.”

“Thanks,” Dallas muttered, pulling a BLT out of the replicator and heading to the cockpit. Batyn entered a few moments later carrying a bowl of steamed shrimp. It’d taken a while for Dallas to convince him to try them cooked, but he had to admit that they had a certain appeal this way.

“So what does everybody’s favorite fountain of information have to say this time?” Batyn asked.

“We shall see,” Dallas replied, activating the playback.

Wally’s cranky voice soon burst forth from the speakers. “Dallas? Dallas? Damn voice mail. When the hell did you get that harpy of a secretary? Doesn’t matter. Look, about the vampire thing. Great bird knows why, but I did some more checking. Did you figure out how the cat became a vampire in the first place? This isn’t a spontaneous sort of thing. According to the mythology, another vampire has to do it. Possibly by three bites. Possibly by making the victim suck vampire blood when they’re near death. This mythological crap isn’t exactly science-minded. I don’t know who’d want to do it to a cat, but that isn’t my problem. Now leave me alone.”

The recording abruptly ended.

“So what?” Batyn said. “Lin-Lin went and turned the other pets into vampires by making them drink her blood?”

Dallas shrugged. “Possibly. Maybe she wanted minions.”

“Power-crazed demon kitty. I love it.”

“That still leaves with the possibility of another vampire to find,” Dallas said.

“The freighter came from Alpha Centauri. Are we supposed to search the whole planet?”

“We may not have to,” Dallas said thoughtfully as she rose from the pilot’s chair and headed back toward the living area. She found Captain Jerry Sparacio leaning against a wall sucking on some dangerous-looking mixed drink.

“Seriously,” Jerry said as Dallas approached. “Are you and your partner all right?”

“We’re fine,” Dallas replied as Batyn walked up. “I have a question, though. Was Lin-Lin ever off of the ship while you were at Alpha Centauri?”

“No one was. We did our cargo pickup in orbit. Our client had it beamed up.”

“And what exactly is it?”

“Nothing special. Some fruits and crafts for the Interstellar Market in Cairo.”

“You checked every container?”

“Yes, ma’am. We always do. Some folks occasionally think they can use honest transport operators like myself to move contraband.”

“I see,” Dallas said. “Thank you, Captain.” Dallas wandered off toward the replicator, still deep in thought, with Batyn right in step.

“I can see the isostators working in there, Dallas,” Batyn said. “What’s going on?”

“No outside contact means someone on the crew has to be the vampire.”

“Oh come on! Then why is anyone even alive? It should have sucked them dry long before now.”

“Unless it was getting blood from another source,” Dallas said.

“What source?”

“A source that vanished when the ship was damaged.”

Batyn was growing exasperated. “Can you just come out and…” He trailed off as his eyes fell on the replicator. “Instant blood blank.”

“Exactly,” Dallas said. “Let’s see who’s been ordering what, shall we?” Dallas brought up the replicator logs until a promising entry scrolled by.



ROKEG BLOOD PIE

BLOOD WINE

BLOOD TART

BLOOD SHAKE

CLOTTED BLOOD BITES



“Let me be the first to say, ewwww,” Batyn muttered.

“No kidding,” Dallas replied. “But what better way to get the platelets you crave without arousing too much suspicion than by passing yourself off as a big fan of Klingon food?”

“Okay. So if we’re going full-ahead with the vampire theory…”

“I’d say it’s a hell of a lot more than a theory at this point.”

“Fine. There are vampires. You got me. So how about getting this meal some special seasoning? Computer, garlic powder please,” Batyn said. The replicator obediently produced a small shaker of the substance, which Dallas quickly palmed.

The search for the one person in the room seated in front of a plate of Klingon food didn’t take very long.

“Hey there,” Dallas said, walking up. “Stanley wasn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Stanley Monroe replied softly. He squirmed a little bit, avoiding eye contact with Dallas as he sank a little farther down in his chair. He didn’t seem to be enjoying the attention at all.

“How was your meal?”

“Fine.”

“That’s nice. I’m not much for Klingon food myself. Too much blood. Just can’t stand it without a mountain of GARLIC!” Dallas suddenly tossed a handful of the powder at Stanley, who, surprised, toppled backwards out of his chair.

He sprang back up an instant later, his eyes blood red as he hissed, revealing two long fangs.

“Vampire!” Batyn cried. “Run!”

The Jerry’s Choice crew immediately commenced pandemonium, trampling Dallas and Batyn as they charged to the exit hatch and fled back to the freighter. The Starfleet Intel agents went for their phasers and came up firing.

ZAP! ZAAAP! ZAAPOW!

“Woah! Hey! Hang on a second!” Stanley shouted, dodging for his un-life.

ZAPZAPZAPP! ZAPPP!

“STOP SHOOTING FOR A SECOND!”

“We don’t negotiate with murdering bloodsuckers!” Dallas shouted back. “Keep shooting, Batyn.”

“I never stopped,” Batyn snapped.

“I didn’t want anyone to get hurt!” Stanley called back. “Can’t you at least hear me out?”

“No,” Batyn said.

Dallas paused for a moment. How many opportunities did one get to interview a vampire?

“Um…Dallas? Dallas? You stopped with the zapping. Let’s get back to the zapping,” Batyn said worriedly.

“We’ll talk,” Dallas said.

“That makes perfect sense. Have a little chat before dinner. You do realize we’re dinner, don’t you?” Batyn protested.

“I haven’t ever killed a humanoid,” Stanley said. “And the cat was an accident.”

“Likely story,” Batyn muttered.

“Actually, it is,” Dallas said. “Otherwise the Jerry’s Choice crew would have noticed a problem long before now.”

“It was my fault. I’d become too reliant on replicators,” Stanley said, moving out from behind the table he was using for cover and going to sit on the sofa. “I was never much for the hunting anyway.”

“How long…have you been like this?” Dallas asked, pulling up a chair as Batyn scowled nearby, his phaser at the ready.

“A few hundred years. Turned out the kinky sex game I thought I was playing at that New Year’s Party in 2019 wasn’t about sex at all. Whoops. I should have known. Women never threw themselves at me like that. Anyway, after I accepted what had happened and got over the whole ‘Vampires aren’t real’ denial thing, I had to figure out a way to survive. Killing people just wasn’t in me, so I switched from botany to the night shift at a slaughterhouse. Steady income and all the blood I could drink.

“The replicator changed everything, though. Sure it’s not the real thing, but it works well enough. And nothing has to die. You have to love progress. With replicators, I could work anywhere just as long as I could slip away and order a drink. Then when I discovered Klingon food…I could actually eat out with other people. I’ve never been exactly social, but it’s still nice to have some contact every now and then.”

Batyn sighed. “Can we skip ahead here? Why do we have a dead woman and a several piles of ashes that used to be blood-sucking pets?”

“The replicators went down and you got hungry,” Dallas said.

“Three days is a long time to go without anything,” Stanley said. “And Lin-Lin always had the run of the ship. She came into the mess hall that afternoon while I was working alone on the replicators. She came up and rubbed against me and…I just snapped. Before I knew, I’d almost completely drained her. I panicked, so I cut myself and let her drink a bit to bring her back. I never should have let her go back to Lanh. I knew she’d be hungry, but I never thought…”

“I understand,” Dallas said consoling to the clearly-upset vampire.

“You should just kill me. I don’t know how many of my kind are left anyway. I like progress, but it’s been disastrous for vampires. We could handle bullets. Sure they hurt, but you got over it. Phasers, though…instant inferno. It’s hard to hunt when your prey can incinerate you before you get close. They deserve it, though. You don’t have to kill to live. I don’t…or didn’t anyway. We should all be wiped out.”

“Fine by me,” Batyn said, leveling his weapon.

“Hey!” Dallas shouted. “I didn’t say kill him!”

“Since when did I care what you say?”

“I don’t think he should die.”

“He does. I think his decision should take precedence.”

“The crew of the Jerry’s Choice was like my family,” Stanley said. “I’ve been here for years, and now they think I’m a monster.”

“You are a monster,” Batyn clarified. “I’ll make this quick as I can.”

“Not yet,” Dallas said. “No one is dying until we get some things out in the open.”



“So…” Jerry Sparacio said hesitantly. “You’re a…”

“Vampire. Yes,” Stanley said, his head bowed as he sat alone in a chair on the far side of the Jerry’s Choice’s mess hall while the rest of the crew and Batyn sat along the opposite wall as far away as possible. Only Dallas was willing to get anywhere near him.

“Wow. That’s a surprise,” Jerry said. “I never would have guessed it. You seem so…”

“Normal?”

“Yeah.”

“Tell me about it,” Carlos Hidalgo said. “We played ball in the cargo bays for years, and I never had a clue that all the time I was playing with a…”

“Vampire. You can say it,” Dallas said.

“You seemed so nice,” Brenda Knox said.

“He is nice,” Dallas said. “There’s nothing new about Stanley. He’s been a vampire longer than the rest of us have been alive. He just made a mistake.”

“You should have told us,” Trish said.

“I was scared to,” Stanley said remorsefully. “I didn’t know how you’d react.”

“We could have prepared,” Jerry said.

“Yeah. Wooden stakes all around,” Batyn said.

“Could you shut up?” Jerry snapped.

“This is ridiculous,” Carlos said finally, jumping from his chair and striding over to Stanley. “This guy hasn’t so much as bared a fang at me in the last six years. Yeah, he screwed up, but he didn’t kill Lanh. If he says it won’t happen again, I believe him. He’s important to all of us, and I want him to stay aboard.”

“Is insanity just in the human genome or something?” Batyn cried, throwing up his hands.

“Vote time, folks,” Jerry said. “All in favor of banning the fish from the rest of this meeting, say ‘aye.’”

“AYE!” the room boomed, Dallas included.

“I’ll be back to mop up the bloody remains,” Batyn muttered, storming from the room.

“Now then,” Jerry continued. “All in favor of retaining the services of Mister Monroe?”

“AYE!” the room boomed again.

Stanley was near tears. “But if the replicators break…”

“Then I’ll give you a pint of mine,” Carlos said.

“We won’t let you go hungry,” Jerry said warmly, stepping over to shake Stanley’s hand. He turned to Agent Dallas. “I’d appreciate it if you’d find some way to leave Stanley’s name out of your report.”

“She was killed by her cat. What else is there to say?” Dallas asked. “But I’m impressed at how willing you are to take Stanley back after what happened.”

“It won’t be the easiest thing. A lot of bad things happened that could have been avoided if he’d just told us about his condition. And nothing’s going to bring Lanh back, but he’s one of us. We don’t reject our own just because of a screw-up, no matter how big. Besides, his heart was in the right place, it just wasn’t beating.”

“He’s lucky to have all of you,” Dallas said sincerely. “But on that note, I’m going see about getting the quarantine lifted, so you all can get to Earth.”

“That would be much appreciated.”

“And thank you, Agent Dallas,” Stanley said, shaking her hand vigorously. “If you hadn’t been assigned to this case, I’d probably be dead…well, deader right now.”

“Your continued existence is thanks enough. And it has the added bonus of annoying the hell out of my partner,” Dallas replied with a smile.



“We done?” Batyn grumbled from the pilot’s seat in the runabout cockpit as Dallas entered.

“All set,” Dallas replied, sitting down beside him as he quickly detached from the freighter and turned the craft back toward Earth.

“Don’t look so pleased with yourself. You just let a bloodsucking demon monster-thing go free because his friends are sentimental idiots.”

“It was kind of refreshing, actually,” Dallas said. “We talk about tolerance and infinite diversity all the time, but it’s nice to see it in practice when people encounter something that shouldn’t even exist.”

“I never should have let you drag me here.”

“It was your idea in the first place.”

“Don’t remind me.”

“Come on, Batyn. You were right. This was exactly what I needed to get me out of my obsession with who let me out of Tantalus V. I’m back, and I’m ready to work. Are there any other odd cases we should be looking into?”

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

“No.”

“You just don’t want to go anywhere else, do you?”

“No.”

“Would you stop saying that?”

“No.”

“Batyn!”

.

.

.

.

“No.”

“AHHHHHHHHH!”
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HOME OF KANABIN DROL BETAZED



“Honestly, I almost feel sorry for the guy,” Starfleet Intelligence Agent Samantha Dallas said as she considered the case at hand. “Sure he’s done some bad things, but think of what Kanabin Drol went through. Imprisonment by the Dominion…medical experimentation. Awful stuff.”

Her partner, Agent Batyn, snorted through his large nostrils. “What about those four people whose spleens he cut out…without anesthetic?”

“They lived.”

“Still, I’d feel a lot more sorry for him if we weren’t strapped to these tables about to undergo a bit of unnecessary surgery.”

“True,” Dallas admitted. As Batyn had stated, he and Dallas were currently strapped securely to two tables in Drol’s basement awaiting the arrival of their “host.” In retrospect, getting caught was their own fault. They should have checked the front door before they opened it. They might have noticed the large wooden crate dangling overhead just inside the house. Of course, if Batyn’s big fish feet hadn’t have caught that tripline…

But it was too late to worry about that now. Particularly since they could hear footfalls on the basement stairs.

A few moments later, Kanabin Drol bounded into the room, laser scalpel in one hand and two slices of bread in the other. “Spleen spleen, who’s got the spleen?” he sang, a manic grin on the Betazoid’s face. He approached Dallas and slowly pulled up her top revealing the agent’s taut stomach. “Ooooh. This should be nice and lean. And the fear and disgust I read in you adds just the right oomph!”

“Once again, I’m glad I’m not human,” Batyn muttered.

“But wait! There’s fish spleen,” Drol exclaimed, leaping to Batyn’s table. “I haven’t had really fresh fish in ages.”

“You wouldn’t like Antidean. We’re tough,” Batyn said.

“But it would be exotic.”

“You like exotic?” Dallas asked, getting an idea. “We’ve got a friend who’s a Tellarite. I can get him here, and you can eat his spleen instead of ours.”

Drol thought about this for a moment. “Okay. Bring me the Tellarite spleen, and I’ll let you live. I’m eating the fish, though.”

“Fine by me. I’ll even cook it for you,” Dallas replied.

“I hate you,” Batyn muttered.

Drol, however, was more than a little impressed. “Wow! Will you marry me? I promise you love and all the spleen you can eat.”

“Tempting, but I think I need to get to know you a little better first,” Dallas said. “You can call our friend on my communicator.”

Drol walked over to the small table at the side of the room holding Dallas and Batyn’s phasers, tricorders, and wrist communicators. “I’ll do the calling,” he said. “What’s his name?”

“Pee Dee.”

“Pee Dee?”

“Old family name.”

“Ahh.” Drol activated the communicator. “Drol calling Pee Dee. Come in Pee Dee.” The communicator chirped in response. “What does that mean?”

“Must be a comm problem,” Dallas said. “How about we…Computer, beam up everyone in this room now!”

Drol cocked his head. “Huh? Oh, dammit, you tricked me,” he said as he, Dallas, and Batyn dematerialized.

The group rematerialized on the Runabout Pee Dee moments later. The runabout computer, needing more space for the group than the vessel’s tiny transporter pad provided, sent them into the ship’s living area behind the cockpit.

Drol had two advantages: he was on his feet and armed with a laser scalpel. Agent Dallas, no longer bound to a table, took advantage of the Betazoid’s momentary disorientation after transport, though, leaping to her feet and catching him across the head with a quick kick. Drol staggered back, his black eyes wide with fury.

“When I finish with you, the spleen will be the only thing left!” he cried.

“Save the show for the reporters,” Batyn said, backhanding Drol with his large scaly hand before he could take two steps toward Dallas. Drol flipped backward from the impact, landing across the room’s large table with a thud. Dallas charged forward, slamming her elbow into the mad Betazoid’s head and rendering him completely unconscious.

“I was about to finish him off,” Batyn said.

“That’s okay. I had it covered.”

“Obviously,” Batyn grumbled.

“You can knock out the next baddie.”

“Gee thanks.”

“How about you stop moaning and put some binders on him?” Dallas said, scooping up Drol’s dropped laser scalpel. “I’ll contact the Betazed authorities.”

Dallas headed into the Pee Dee’s cockpit, ignoring whatever it was Batyn was muttering under his breath as she departed. She slid into the pilot’s seat and was about to activate the comm unit when she noticed the Waiting Message indicator blinking.

After tapping the indicator, she leaned back in her chair to listen to the message. The sound of the voice that came over the speakers caused her to immediately jolt forward again.

“Dallas? Dallas? Dammit, Dallas, answer your comm. It’s Wally. I’m…dammit, I need your help. Get here, quick as you can. Please.”

And Dallas heard in Wally’s voice the one thing she didn’t think he was capable of:

Fear.



TWENTY-EIGHT HOURS LATER…



Batyn stumbled into the Pee Dee’s cockpit and collapsed into the co-pilot’s seat just as Agent Dallas brought the craft out of warp at the outskirts of the Sol System.

“Nap time over?” Dallas asked. In fact, Batyn had been asleep in his tank for the last day.

“Getting captured drains me,” Batyn muttered, raising the spill-proof mug he’d brought with him to his non-existent lips. The overwhelming smell of warm salt assaulted Dallas’ nostrils as Batyn enjoyed his post-nap pick-me-up of coffee, heavy on the brine. “So where are we?” He looked out the viewport. “Wasn’t that Saturn?”

“Yep. Wally is on Mars.”

“Mars? How much trouble could he get in there?”

“I have no idea,” Dallas replied. “Wally just said he needed help, so I came. I owe him.”

“He’s certainly given you enough information in return. Who is this guy anyway? You’ve never even told me his last name.”

“A friend.”

“Oh, that clears things right up.”



The runabout made its final approach to Mars while Batyn tried to make some logical deductions based upon what he knew about Wally. The guy sounded old…and he was certainly cranky; although, dealing with Dallas was enough to aggravate anyone. If Dallas was talking to him, he probably wasn’t a civilian, and he also seemed to have all kinds of information at his fingertips. If it weren’t for the Mars thing, Batyn would have guessed the guy worked at Memory Alpha.

He could be a retired Starfleet Officer. Mars wasn’t necessarily the most scenic place in the galaxy, but there was nothing to say a retirement community hadn’t been established there. Wally might be the community librarian or something. Maybe he kept himself busy volunteering at Utopia Planetia’s library. Now that was possible. Utopia Planetia was Starfleet’s primary installation on Mars, after all.

But Dallas kept flying right on past the Utopia Planetia station and drydocks, continuing on a course around the planet to a much small array of docks gathered around one central facility.

They couldn’t be going there, could they? Dallas kept heading toward it, going so far as transmitting a request for landing clearance. They were going there.

“The Fleet Museum?” Batyn asked confused. Actually, the more he thought about it, the more that made sense. The last time he was at the Fleet Museum, he saw several ancient Starfleet Officers acting as security guards for the place. But again Batyn had to wonder what sort of help Wally would need in this environment.

The runabout sailed past docks containing vessels from Starfleet’s history, including an old Saladin-class destroyer, a Miranda-class ship, and the jewel of the museum, the Constitution- class USS Republic, which was still used to take groups on tours around the solar system. Beyond these on the far side of the station containing the fleet museum was the visitor’s docking facility where Dallas landed the runabout, squeezing it between a small Tellarite family cruiser and a shuttle from the Sea of Tranquility Acres Retirement Community located on Earth’s moon, neither of which were parked exactly straight.

“Some people just shouldn’t be allowed to fly,” Dallas groused as she shut down the runabout. “That shuttle is almost three inches in MY space!”

“You chose to park here,” Batyn said.

“Why should I be denied a perfectly good space because they don’t know how to stay in their own lines? I will not give in!”

“You’re an inspiration to us all,” Batyn muttered, heading toward the runabout’s hatch, which just barely had enough clearance to open without slamming into the side of the Tellarite craft.

“I should phaser their hatch shut,” Dallas said. “That would teach them.”

“How about phasering Wally for making us meet him here?” Batyn said. “Surely there are better places.”

Dallas didn’t respond. She was too busy charging toward the museum entrance. Batyn closed up the runabout and followed after her at a leisurely stroll. Somehow he just wasn’t in that big of a hurry to see the History of Duranium exhibit.



“How’s your leg?” Batyn asked as Dallas limped along beside him through the Earth and Vulcan: Centuries of Friendship display, which consisted mostly of ancient pictures of smiling humans standing with stone-faced Vulcans. Riveting stuff.

“Damn hooves,” Dallas snapped.

“Maybe if you hadn’t slammed their father up against the wall and started screaming into his face about his parking abilities, those lovely Tellarite children wouldn’t have been forced to kick the carp out of you.”

“Lovely, my ass.”

“I liked them fine,” Batyn said with a smirk as they passed one of the museum’s elderly security guards, all of whom were dressed in uniforms from Starfleet’s past. The guard nodded at the pair courteously with a warm smile on his face.

“Let’s just go,” Dallas snapped, leading Batyn into the next room which chronicled in laborious detail the development of Starfleet’s ship computer systems. She continued ahead, then turned into a small side hallway dedicated to the contributions of Dr. Richard Daystrom, founder of the Daystrom Institute and inventor of the duotronic architecture used in Starfleet’s computers throughout the latter half of the 23rd century and well into the 24th. Dallas let Batyn pass her while she checked the main corridor for oncoming people.

“I take it this is where we’re meeting him,” Batyn said, leaning casually against the large computer on display at the rear of the exhibit as Dallas returned from her scouting.

“Actually, you’re sitting on him,” Dallas said.

“Which makes me damn glad I don’t have a sense of smell,” the computer announced, lights flickering across its console.

“Auggh!” Batyn exclaimed, leaping forward in alarm and spinning in mid-air to face the source of the voice.

“It’s about time you got here,” the computer said.

“Wa…Wally?” Batyn gaped.

“In the circuits,” Wally replied. “You didn’t tell him about me, did you, Dallas?”

“Nope,” Dallas said, barely containing a fit of laughter.

“It’s a wonder you’re unmarried and friendless,” Wally said sarcastically. “So you’re the Antidean who got stuck with her, huh?”

“Yes. It’s just thrilling,” Batyn said. “We actually spoke a couple of months ago during the whole vampire cat thing.”

“I remember, not that that should be a surprise to you. I remember damn near everything…actually everything.”

“Wally’s the last existing M-5 computer system,” Dallas explained, finally getting her laughter under control.

“M-5?” Batyn said. “That sounds familiar.”

Wally snorted. “It should. One of my line wiped out a few hundred Starfleet officers a century or so ago.”

“The M-5’s were supposed to possess the ability to think,” Dallas said.

“I CAN think,” Wally snapped.

“Yeah yeah. Anyway, Starfleet put one on the old Starship Enterprise to see if it could command the vessel as effectively as a human captain. Part of the test was a war game with a couple of other starships. The M-5 didn’t quite catch the”game” part and inflicted serious damage on the other ships, killing several people in the process. Captain James Kirk finally managed to convince it to shut itself down.”

“That man could drive any computer to suicide,” Wally groused. “Menace.”

“So what went wrong with the computer?” Batyn asked, figuring out that the M-5 reference wasn’t nearly as familiar as he’d thought. He was probably thinking of M-4, which was the apartment number of a girl he’d dated in college.

“Daystrom’s method to give the M-5’s thinking and reasoning abilities involved imprinting human personality engrams into the computer’s matrix,” Dallas said.

“And Daystrom was a nut,” Wally said. “The M-5 on the Enterprise had his engrams and decided to follow Daddy straight to coo-coosville. Then Starfleet shut down the project, and the one remaining M-5, namely me, was crated off to here, complete with the engrams of the only other person Daystrom trusted, his dear old dad.”

“Who was evidently an unpleasant, crotchety bastard,” Dallas said.

“Why the devil did I ever call you for help?” Wally muttered.

“Because you’re also unmarried and friendless,” Dallas replied, giving his console a pat. “Now why did you drag us back here away from a very nice time on Betazed?”

“Nice, if you enjoy being vivisected,” Batyn mumbled.

“Let that be a lesson to you, Batyn. Never let Dallas do the talking. People will always end up trying to kill you,” Wally said.

“Do you want help or not?” Dallas said impatiently.

“Fine fine. It’s the guards.”

“What guards?”

“The security guards around here.”

“You mean the geriatric brigade?” Batyn said.

“They’re up to something.”

“Like what? Canasta? Shuffleboard? Oh wait. Don’t tell me. It’s not…Bingo, is it?” Dallas said.

“I’m serious, Sam. They’re lurking around the museum at night, and I think they know I’m onto them. They make a point to stare at me whenever they come through here…which they didn’t used to do at all.”

“And when did this staring start?” Dallas asked.

“A few months ago. A little before you called me up about that stupid vampire thing.”

“Hey! That was real!” Dallas said.

“Sure sure.”

“Actually, it was,” Batyn said. “As much as I hate to admit it.”

“You had your head checked lately, boy? I think you’ve got some algae growing in there,” Wally said.

“What do you expect us to do?” Dallas said.

“Investigate,” Wally snapped. “Isn’t that your job?”

“All right. We’ll stick around after closing and watch the guards,” Dallas said. “But if they’re just sneaking around for an all- night checkers tournament, I am going to be VERY annoyed.”



As darkness shrouded the various exhibits of the Starfleet Museum, two figures peered cautiously out of a replica of an ancient Vanidarin clay hut, then crawled out of the structure, ever- alert for approaching footfalls.

“You think we were in there long enough?” Agent Batyn groused, stretching his back painfully. “Why were in there at all? I thought the whole point of hiding in the xeno-archaeology exhibit was that nobody ever came here. Well, except that bald guy.”

“Bald guy? That was Jean-Luc Picard!” Dallas retorted.

“I don’t care if it was James T. Kirk with a scalp condition. He still hung around here way too long.”

“Which is why we were in the hut. I didn’t want to be spotted.”

“Yeah, well, your friend Wally better be as good with the museum’s security system as he claimed or all that hiding is going to have been for nothing.”

“He’ll take care of it,” Dallas replied, stealthily moving to the exhibit’s exit into one of the main museum corridors. “And if he’s right, we should be seeing some of the security guards anytime now.”

Anytime now turned out to be three hours later, by which point Dallas and Batyn had both fallen asleep. Dallas slumped against a stuffed bison-looking-thing, while Batyn wrapped himself around the legs of a male Vanidarin manakin.

Dallas was jolted away by the faint sound of a transporter in the corridor beyond, followed by some low humming. Okay. Actually she was jolted awake by the mouthful of stuffed bison- thing fur she’d sucked into her mouth during a particularly loud snore, but that happened right before the transporter.

She quickly nudged Batyn, waking the Antidean as the footsteps in the corridor grew closer. The agents crouched by the exhibit entrance as an elderly human male walked by them, humming to himself blissfully unaware that he was being watched.

“I suppose you want to follow him,” Batyn whispered.

“Unless you’re too busy getting to know your manakin friend over there.”

Batyn snorted, but followed Dallas without protest out into the corridor, where they were easily able to track their aged quarry to his destination: the museum’s repli-teria. Several other men and women, all of whom had to be past the century mark, had already gathered there and were currently pulling tables out of the way to make a clear area in the center of the room.

“Maybe they don’t like the food at the rest home,” Batyn whispered as he and Dallas peered in from the corridor.

“Then why move the tables?” Dallas asked. “Maybe I was right about the shuffleboard. Of course, it could be ballroom dancing.”

“Oh there’s something I don’t ever need to see.”

They were interrupted by a large panel opening in the far wall of the repli-teria revealing a five-foot high cylindrical jani-bot of the type generally used to handle the cleaning duties at large facilities such as the museum.

“Wait,” Batyn said. “Maybe we can watch them all slip and slide around after this thing mops.”

“That’s just evil,” Dallas snapped.

“I don’t see you leaving.”

“Just because it’s evil doesn’t mean it wouldn’t be funny,” she said.

Meanwhile, the gathered senior security guards had formed a circle in the clearing at the center of the repli-teria and had joined hands, all except for two guards at the far side of the circle. Through the gap left between these guards, the jani-bot glided, red and blue lights on its exterior blinking against its shiny bronze casing.

“You are the light,” the guards chanted in creaky voices. “You are the truth. We seek your wisdom, yearn for your guidance, and gives ourselves to your glory.”

“Blessings to you all,” the jani-bot replied in a harsh computer monotone as it hovered at the center of the group. “The time is almost at hand.”

“Glory to Anku! Glory to Anku!”

Batyn blinked several times, his eyes bulging more than usual as Dallas’ gaping mouth opened and closed in a fairly decent impression of a fish.

“I don’t know whether to laugh or run,” Batyn said finally.

“I guess we should ask them what they’re doing,” Dallas said. “I mean, how dangerous can they be?”

“They’re worshiping a cleaning robot,” Batyn replied. “I don’t think we’re looking at an incredibly stable bunch here.”

“I can’t say I’m all that intimidated,” Dallas said, standing up fully and striding into the repli-teria, much to the surprise of the gathered security guards. “Good evening, folks,” she announced loudly, flashing her ID. “Starfleet Intelligence. Would you mind explaining to my partner and I why you’re trespassing in the museum well after hours?”

“We are simply the Flock of Anku,” one of the security guards replied, his arms outstretched in supplication to the jani-bot at the center of the circle.

“That’s nice,” Dallas said, pushing her way through a couple of the guards, forcing them to unlink their hands as Batyn followed warily behind her, his hand hovering near his phaser holster. “So this is Anku?”

“I am Anku,” the jani-bot replied, lights blinking rapidly. “You have disturbed our appointed time of gathering, but we welcome you to our fold.”

“That’s very neighborly of you, but Batyn and I are strictly here for information,” she said, facing down the jani-bot. “Question One: What the hell is a jani-bot doing lording over a bunch of people?”

“This is Anku!” the crowd exclaimed.

“Right. Sorry about that,” Dallas said sarcastically.

“So he’s Anku,” Batyn said. “What does that mean? Why are you following him?”

“For the Glory of Anku,” the guards stated.

“That clears that up.”

“Allow me to explain the Glory of Anku,” the jani-bot’s computer-generated voice said.

“Enlighten us,” Dallas replied defiantly while she and Batyn stood toe-to-casing with “Anku.”

The lights on the jani-bot began to flash randomly as a low, rhythmic hum filled the air. Thirty-seconds later, it was all over.

“What was that supposed to be?” Batyn snapped. “Dallas, I don’t think this thing is going to cooperate. Maybe we should break out the phasers and…” He glanced over at Dallas, who was staring blankly at the jani-bot. “Dallas?”

“Glory to Anku,” she said sounding frighteningly mellow. “You are the light. You are the truth. We seek your wisdom, yearn for your guidance, and gives ourselves to your glory.”

“Oh flounder,” Batyn muttered.

“Do you not understand the Glory of Anku?” the jani-bot asked, surprise creeping into its robotic monotone.”

“Me?” Batyn said quickly. He opened his eyes wider and stood at attention. “Glory to Anku. You are the light, the truth, and all that carp.”

“He does not understand the Glory of Anku,” Dallas said, her demeanor turning menacing. “Those who cannot feel the Glory must not stand with our flock.”

Batyn quickly sized up the situation. Twenty or so senior citizens, one nutty robot, and one possessed Samantha Dallas. That means the biggest threat is…

He suddenly lashed out with a massive, scaly hand, grabbing Dallas’ head and slamming it against Anku’s casing. The female agent slumped to the floor as Batyn made a break for the exit, bowling over a trio of the aged security guards who tried to block his path. Less than five seconds later, Batyn was sprinting down the corridor as fast as his Antidean legs could carry him.



Batyn’s first instinct was to call the Pee Dee for immediate beam out, but he soon remembered it wasn’t there anymore. Not wanting to make anyone suspicious by leaving a perfectly good runabout parked at the museum overnight, he and Dallas had ordered it to return to their offices in Siberia, which was well out of range of his wrist communicator. If he was going to get out of there, he needed to get access to the museum’s main comm array, which meant getting back to Wally.

“Where the hell is Dallas?” Wally demanded as Batyn charged into his exhibit.

“They zapped her brain!” Batyn gasped.

“You do realize that sets me up for about 312 smart retorts.”

“I can think of a few myself. ‘There was one there to zap’?”

“They recognized their own kind?”

“And they were able to find it?”

“All right. We had our fun. Now what happened?” Wally said.

“The guards are all under the control of the repli-teria cleaning robot. It’s calling itself Anku.”

“Anku? What’s an Anku?”

“I don’t know,” Batyn snapped. “You’re the computer. Look it up! And get me access to the museum comm system while you’re at it. I’m calling my ride.”

“You’re not leaving?”

“Oh yes I am. I’ve seen more than enough.”

“What about me?”

“I don’t think they care about you. Anku just said something about the time being close or something.”

“Time for what?” Wally asked.

“Again, YOU’RE the computer. You tell me.”

“I didn’t think this was possible, but I’m starting to like you even less than Dallas.”

“Wally!”

“Fine! I don’t have any record of an Anku, and I didn’t find anything on the Federnet either.”

“Nothing? Oh well. What about that commline?”



“Attention, my beloved acolytes,” Anku said, rising as high into the air as his anti-grav generator would allow (four feet). “The coming of the fish-man is a sign! A sign that the time has come at last!”

“Glory to Anku!” the mesmerized group surrounding the jani-bot exclaimed.

“We must depart at once! To my chariot!”

“Annnnnnn-KU! Annnnnnnnnnnn-KU!” the humans chanted, Dallas included, as they followed the bronze robot from the repli-teria.



“Annnnnnn-KU!”

“Oh great. They’re coming this way,” Batyn said, ducking behind Wally’s housing.

“Annnnnnn-KU!”

Wally’s status indicator lights began to blink furiously. “If anybody shoots me, I am so going to…”

“Be reduced to slag metal?” Batyn said.

“Shut up, fin-man.”

“Annnnnnn-KU!” The chanters were right on them. From his position crouched behind Wally, Batyn could see the elderly group march by, looking surprisingly spry as they attempted to keep up with Anku and Dallas, who were at the head of the horde.

“They’re leaving,” Wally said.

“Well, that’s a relief,” Batyn replied. “Now I just need to

get out of here.”

“Yep. They’re moving on by. I’m detecting a power build- up on the USS Republic. Looks like their leaving on it. Yep. Heading out in the old Constitution Class. I guess that means they’re no longer going to bother me. And neither is Dallas.”

“Nope. They’re all gone,” Batyn agreed. “We can go on with our lives.”

“Yep.”

“Absolutely.”

“The Republic has cleared its docking slip. I feel much better.”

“Me too. I can head on home,” Batyn said.

“Uh huh.”

“Sure thing.”

“Dallas is on her own. I don’t care,” Wally said.

“Me either,” Batyn replied firmly.

The pair stood in silence for several seconds…not that Wally was technically standing, seeing as how he was lacking legs and all.

“Dammit!” Batyn shouted suddenly. “I care!”

“Me too, I guess,” Wally admitted.

“Can you get me in touch with my runabout?”

“They’re already heading away from Mars. I don’t think we have the time.”

“Then what do we do?”

“There’s one other functioning ship here. We’ll take it.”

“The two of us? Run an entire starship?”

“That’s what I was designed for, remember?” Wally said.

“And didn’t you say it didn’t go so well the last time?” Batyn asked as he felt a transporter beam locking onto him.

“Ancient history,” Wally replied. “And that wasn’t even me. Energizing,” Wally said as he tied into the museum’s transporter system and beam himself and Batyn away.

They materialized moments later on the cramped and archaic bridge of a Saladin Class destroyer from the mid 23rd century, complete with that era’s odd lighting and distracting color schemes.

“Okay, open that panel below the engineering console,” Wally ordered.

“What engineering console?” Batyn asked, looking around the absolutely unfamiliar surroundings.

“The one by the turbolift with the purple squiggly screen.”

“Ahh.”

“Then open the panel on my backside, pull the cable out, and plug it into the auxiliary interface jack.”

“You can’t just tie in remotely?”

“Hello? Twenty-third century tech here, Batyn. Give me a break.”

“Okay. Okay,” Batyn said, doing as he was told.

Wally’s systems began to hum a bit more loudly as he was connected to the ship’s inner workings. “Oh yeah. That’s the stuff.”

“You’re enjoying this just a little too much,” Batyn said, taking a seat in the blocky command chair.

“It’s just nice to stretch my abilities a bit after so much time cooped up in that damn museum. All right. Moorings have been cleared…and here we go.”

For the first time in over a century, the Saladin Class USS Pseudolus’ thrusters flared to life, pushing the small vessel (it was little more than a old-style saucer with one nacelle mounted to its upper aft section) out of its docking slip.

“Sensors have detected the Republic. Moving to three-quarters impulse to catch up,” Wally reported, leaving Batyn as little more than a passenger.

“Where are they going?”

“It looks like Earth…no wait. They aren’t slowing down.”

“Catch up!”

“I’m working on it!” Wally snapped back.

On the ship’s viewscreen, Batyn watched the rear-end of the Constitution Class Republic as it sailed past Earth on the outskirts of the moon.

“Course extrapolation suggests that they’re heading toward Venus,” Wally said.

“Wow. That almost sounded professional.”

“Clam up, bait breath.”

“That’s more like it,” Batyn remarked. “But what’s on Venus?”

“Gas mining,” Wally replied. “And that’s about it. The planet is uninhabitable. The pressure from the atmosphere is just too great for anything other than heavily reinforced probes, and there just isn’t enough down there of interest to make that worth the trouble.” As promised, he’d closed the gap between the two ships in a hurry. The Republic was just pulling into a standard orbit above Venus when the Pseudolus looped in behind it.

“Anku seems to disagree,” Batyn said, rising from his seat. “Can you beam the people on the Republic over here?”

“Do you feel like being outnumbered twenty to one? You have to get control of the Republic back.”

“You’re just trying to make me beam over there and get killed,” Batyn said.

“Yep,” Wally replied as Batyn felt himself dematerializing.



Batyn’s wrist communicator was chirping as soon as he finished rematerializing inside a small, cylindrical chamber he quickly realized was a 23rd century turbolift, a lift that happened to be in motion. “I am ripping out every single circuit board you have when I get back,” he shouted, activating the comm.

“You really need to relax,” Wally’s voice replied. “It’s not like I put you in the center of the horde.”

“Where are they?”

“Moving in small groups from the bridge to one of the Republic’s transporter rooms via turbolift.”

“Turbolift?” Batyn said, looking around.

“Yeah. Yours should be stopping on the bridge any second now. I’m reading Dallas’ wrist communicator signal and the jani-bot there.”

“Wonderful,” Batyn muttered, pulling out his phaser. “I don’t suppose you have any idea how to de-zap Dallas’ brain?”

“If it was just a light show, that would tend to indicate a fairly low-level subliminal suggestion routine. You should be able to counteract it by boosting the neurotransmitter output in her brain.”

“How am I supposed to do that with a phaser and a tricorder?”

“Check your right pocket,” Wally said. Batyn put a hand in and came back with a thin, silver cylindrical device with a colored vial mounted to the top.

“A hypospray?” Batyn asked.

“The Pseudolus’ sickbay is still stocked in case of emergency. Gotta love those Starfleet Regs.”

“Will it still work? This thing has to be…”

“Old. Yeah yeah. Rub it in. Look, it works. They made hyposprays to last in those days.”

Batyn felt the turbolift beginning to slow. “Not that it’s going to matter once they all kill me,” he muttered.

The turbolift doors opened out onto a bridge that was only slightly larger than the one on the Pseudolus. The remaining seniors and Dallas were all gathered around Anku, who was currently hovering just above the command chair.

“Though this world may appear desolate and hostile, the Great Kalix will protect us, my acolytes,” Anku orated. “Once we have transported below, the world will know that Anku has returned. A paradise will spring up around us, providing for all of our needs until the end of time.”

“Glory to Anku!” the group cried as Batyn did a quick head count. Fifteen seniors, one Dallas, and one crazed jani-bot. Bad bad odds.

“Go! Join your fellows at the transporter. Soon, we shall all beam down as one.”

“And then die REALLY quickly,” Batyn said, stepping out onto the bridge.

“The fishman has returned,” the group cried. “Hail the fishman, for he has brought for the Time of Anku!”

Wow. This was going better than Batyn expected. “Yes! I am the fishman, ku-ku-kachoo,” he said, striding forward, arms raised with the hypospray palmed in his right hand and the phaser in his left. I have returned.”

“Great,” Anku said unconvincingly. “We’re kind of busy right now. Could you come back later?”

“What? And miss the Time of Anku? I wouldn’t dream of it,” Batyn said, sliding up next to Dallas. “Besides, I harmed this acolyte before, and I came to make it right.”

“No apologies are necessary, oh fishman,” Dallas said dreamily.

“I insist,” he replied, suddenly jabbing the hypospray into her neck. Dallas collapsed to the deck with a thud.

“The fishman is evil!” Anku stated, lights flashing angrily. “Kill the fishman. Filet the fishman! Broil him up in a nice garlic butter sauce and eat him!”

“Glory to Anku!” the horde of seniors cried, charging forward. Batyn tossed the hypospray aside and leapt backwards, trying to keep himself from getting surrounded as he brought his phaser to bear.

“Stop where you are!” he ordered. The guards didn’t seem to be listening.

“Oookay then.” Batyn fired, nailing the lead senior, a kind-faced grandma type, with a light stun beam and sending her collapsing to the deck. Maybe that would convince the others to back off.

No such luck.

They kept coming. Meanwhile, he could see Anku floating quickly into the turbolift, which then closed, effectively cutting off Batyn’s escape. He kept firing, shaking off the grabbing hands of his elderly attackers as much as he could.

Suddenly, a voice boomed through the air. “Back off, bingo brigade!” Dallas was on her feet again, phaser drawn and looking VERY upset. The seniors soon found themselves trapped in the middle of a two-front war as Dallas and Batyn laid down a devastating barrage of stun blasts, soon rendering the entire horde unconscious.

“I think I heard a few bones snap,” Batyn said as he and Dallas surveyed the unconscious heap of people before them.

“Ask me how little I care,” Dallas retorted, charging toward the turbolift. “Why aren’t these doors opening?”

“Twenty-third century ship. They must take a while,” Batyn replied. A few seconds later, the turbolift doors finally opened, allowing Dallas and Batyn to race inside. They quickly ordered it to head to the transporter room.

“Batyn to Wally,” Batyn said, activating his wrist communicator. “I’ve got her, but Anku is planning on beaming down to Venus with what’s left of his followers.”

“What’s left?” Wally asked.

“I only stunned them!” Dallas snapped as the turbolift slowed and the doors opened. “Which is a lot less than what I’m going to do to that damn robot.”

She and Batyn stormed out of the turbolift into the corridor, then abruptly came to a stop. “Where the hell is the transporter room?” she demanded.

“Turn left. Eighth door on the right,” Wally replied.

“Thanks,” Dallas said curtly, running ahead of Batyn. The pair barged into the transporter room, Dallas almost barreling into the doors, which didn’t open quite as fast as she was used to. The five elderly security guards, one of whom was manning the transporter while the others waited on the transporter pad, whirled toward the agents as fast as they could while Anku rotated slowly.

“Get away from there!” Dallas threatened, aiming her phaser at the transporter operator.

“You must not stand in the way of the Glory of Anku,” the aged man at the transporter replied.

“Anku is a cleaning robot,” Dallas snapped back.

“And what does a cleaning robot need with a bunch of followers?” Batyn asked.

“I am Anku,” the jani-bot replied. “Anku must have followers to worship the Glory of Anku.”

“Glory to Anku!” the guards exclaimed.

“Was I that bad?” Dallas asked.

“Oh yeah,” Batyn replied.

She turned on the robot angrily. “You’re dead.”

“All I ask is that you allow us to proceed in piece,” Anku replied.

“Proceed as in beaming down to Venus?” Batyn asked. “I don’t think so.”

“We will be protected,” Anku said.

“Tell you what,” Dallas said. “You beam down, then when you send word that you’re okay, we’ll send down the others. Hell, we’ll even come, too. How many people can say they’ve walked on Venus?”

“If you’re protected, what will it matter?” Batyn added.

“You doubt Anku,” the jani-bot said, floating up over the transporter pad. “I will do as you say, and you will all witness my Glory. Step down, acolytes.” The guards quickly did as they were ordered. “Transport me!” Anku bellowed. The guard at the transporter console slid the three transporter controls upwards, and the jani-bot dematerialized…

…only to rematerialize on Venus a moment later.

At which point, Venus’s atmosphere crushed Anku like a beer can under a biker’s foot.



Back on the Republic, the effect of Anku’s destruction was immediate as the seniors lost the dazed expression on their faces and began looking around the Republic in alarm.

“This isn’t my room!”

“Where’s my tapioca!”

“Oh god! It’s a flashback!”

“Just relax everyone!” Dallas ordered loudly. “I know this is something of a shock, but my partner and I have everything under control.”

“I want my bed,” one of the seniors snapped, shuffling past Dallas into the corridor.

“Bed!” the other guards cried, following behind as quickly as their exhausted bodies would allow.

“I guess they’ll find quarters,” Dallas said once she and Batyn were alone.

“I don’t care,” Batyn said. “And I’m not tucking them in, either. It was enough that Wally and I came after you.”

“And I appreciate that,” Dallas said sincerely, patting her partner on the arm.

“Don’t get excited. We still don’t like you.”

“Uh huh.”

“Well, we don’t!”



“Investigation Log. Stardate 56869.4. We were able to return the USS Republic, the USS Pseudolus, Wally, and a very tired group of security guards to the Fleet Museum before anyone really noticed they were gone. Okay, surely somebody noticed that the Republic and the Pseudolus went for a late-night spin, but does anyone really care what a couple of ships over a century old are doing? Evidently not.

“As for Anku, we’ve learned that the A.I. module in that jani-bot was replaced shortly before Wally noticed the guards’ behavior. Apparently the manufacturer issued a recall due to a ‘serious defect,’ but the museum staff missed it. Serious defect, huh? Try outright lunacy. In any event, with Anku gone and the guards sleeping it off, it’s time for Batyn and I to head home.”



“Do you always babble on like that?” Wally asked as Dallas shut off the log recorder on her tricorder.

“It’s standard procedure,” she replied as she and Batyn stood back in Wally’s exhibit at the fleet museum. “You could come learn all about it. We could use you at our office.”

“In Siberia? I don’t think so,” Wally replied.

“Can’t say that I blame you,” Batyn said.

“All right, then. I guess we’re leaving now,” Dallas said as she and Batyn headed toward the main corridor.

“Good. I can finally have some peace!” Wally replied.

“If the coffee machine starts trying to kill you, give us a call.”

“Go to hell, Dallas.”

“Bye, Wally. I’ll give you a comm soon.”

Wally just grunted, but he knew he’d be waiting for it.



STARDATE 53882.2

IC’HASSSSSST V’KELSNET ANDORIAN RESTAURANT WAYSTATION



Ih’mad, owner and operator of Waystation’s very popular Andorian restaurant, stopped in his tracks as he walked into his establishment to prepare for the breakfast rush. The place was a wreck. A complete disaster area. Granted, it normally looked like that after a day of business, but it was supposed to get cleaned up overnight. Why else would he have spent all those credits on a brand new jani-bot?

“D’aarb!” Ih’mad shouted, drawing the head waiter out of the kitchen. “What is the meaning of this? Where is our jani-bot?”

“Over there,” D’aarb replied, pointing to a pile of scrap in the restaurant’s Mishtak pit. “It insisted that give myself to the Glory of Anku.”

“Who the k’vaaatz is Anku?”

“I have no idea. I disemboweled it with the ice tongs before it could explain.”

“That was the only proper thing you could do,” Ih’mad said understanding. “Oh well. We must clean this up before we wheel out the breakfast buffet. Get the flamethrowers.”
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STARDATE 53990.2

THE FOURTH MOON OF GUESSET CARDASSIAN SECTOR



“This is the glamour of showbiz, eh Claude?” the large bearded lady asked as she and her compatriot, a lanky Frenchman, emerged from the primary docking facility into the industrial sector of Drenna City, the one and only urban area on this particular moon.

“La ferme!” Claude spat back.

“Don’t even start that French crap with me.”

“I said, SHUT UP!” Claude screamed.

“It’s not like I want to be here either,” the bearded woman, better known to her fans as Matilda, the Waltzing Weightlifting Bearded Lady, replied in a huff.

“Where is Cullers?” Claude snapped. “He should be doing this, not us. My darlings are missing valuable training time.”

“Forget your damn poodles for a minute. They’re just a bunch of yipping…”

“Stop right there, or I’m shaving your beard.”

“It will just grow back.”

“Bah! What does it matter? We’re not much of a circus anymore. When was the last time we had a performance, eh? That fiasco on Waystation. Now what are we? Certainly not performers. We’re…errand boys.”

“And girls,” Matilda said defensively.

“Merde. Let’s get on with it. Where is this so-called ‘contact’?” Claude the Poodle Trainer demanded.

“Cullers said the contact would be at the bar near the spaceport. It’s got to be around here somewhere. Come on.”

“We’re hours early!”

“So we’ll have a couple of drinks and relax,” Matilda said, rubbing her hand along Claude’s shoulder. “You’re way too tense.”

“I can’t imagine why,” Claude said, ducking away from her.

“Aw, Claudie!”

Claude watched Matilda wave her beard at him and shuddered. “On second thought, I’ll take the liquor,” he said, storming away followed by Matilda.

The two members of the Crazy Condor Circus moved off down the street in search of their destination unaware of the man standing by the docking facility exit, cloaked in shadows, who had overheard every word.

“The Condor King tries a pawns’ gambit,” Admiral Earl Wyndham muttered. “Surely he must know that the counter moves will be made. Or does he? Does he even know there’s a game in progress?” Wyndham laughed loudly, causing several of the Cardassians milling around him to back a few steps away, giving him a wide berth. “The Condors are circling, preparing to swoop. The gambit begins, and the game starts to end. Strike and sweep, Rook One and Rook Two. Sweep and strike, Rook Two and Rook One.”

Wyndham turned with a flourish and entered the docking facility where his own craft waited. Rook One would enter the game soon enough. He’d made arrangements to see to that. And unless he was very much mistaken, Rook Two was already on her way. Wyndham had sent her another anonymous padd of information several days earlier as soon as he’d gotten wind of the Condors’ latest move. Rook Two would come. She had some sweeping to do.

“Rook Two cannot resist lure of the game,” Wyndham cackled. “She’s seen the condors, and she will come to play, with her fish hooked along behind her.”



STARDATE 53990.5

RUNABOUT PEE DEE ENTERING THE CARDASSIAN SECTOR



“Have I mentioned…”

“I know! I know! You’re here under protest,” Agent Samantha Dallas said, cutting off her Antidean partner, Agent Batyn, before he could finish the statement.

“Just so we’re clear,” Batyn said, leaning back in the runabout’s co-pilot’s seat and crossing his scaly arms.

“I guess your interest in getting out was short-lived, huh?”

“What?”

“I thought you said you liked me making you get out of the office.”

“When did I ever say that?” Batyn demanded.

“On Waystation when you were doing the whole whiny pitiful you crap,” Dallas replied.

“I was never pitiful. And I didn’t whine.”

“You’re whining now.”

“Well, I don’t like this! You get another anonymous padd-in-a-box delivered to the office, and suddenly we’re traveling to a war-zone!”

“Former war-zone,” Dallas corrected.

“Not former enough for me.”

“Maybe it will be a short trip.”

Batyn snorted. “You don’t even know why we’re out here. You charged all the way out to Cardassian space because of a set of coordinates.”

“I’m sure we’ll get an explanation,” Dallas said, slowing the runabout, then bringing the vessel to a full stop.

“What are you doing?”

“We’re here.”

Batyn craned his neck to peer out the viewport. “Um…there’s nothing here.”

“Now.”

“And you’re so sure that something is going to show up?”

“This is the same source that led us to the Crazy Condor Circus on Waystation. I’m sure. They’ll be here.”

“Or maybe all of this is just one big laugh at our…” Batyn trailed off as he caught a blur of motion out of the corner of his eye. He turned back to the viewport just in time to see a small spacecraft finish decloaking in front of the Pee Dee. The ship was an older model of the sort generally used by corporations or governments for trips involving a small number of people. This one obviously had been modified a bit, since Batyn was fairly sure no one except the Romulans included a cloaking device as standard equipment.

“You were saying?” Dallas remarked.

“Never mind. But I’m not exactly considering this a positive development.”

“Do me a favor and shut up for a few minutes,” Dallas said, reaching from the comm. “This is Agent Samantha Dallas, Starfleet Intelligence. Please identify yourself.”

Gales of laughter erupted from the speakers, then slowly subsided. “The rook speaks with a voice of flame. Fly, condors! Fly! Your extinction is at hand!”

“I should have known,” Batyn said, putting his head in his hands. “Your source is nuttier than you are.”

Dallas slapped him as the voice spoke again. “Words from the deep. You think me crazed, my seafaring friend?”

“My partner has a bad habit of speaking,” Dallas said. “Just ignore him. I do. You mentioned Condors. Where are they?”

“Flocking. Ever flocking, but the flock will soon swoop across us all unless the rooks take action. The antidote will come, but first Rook Two must sweep up the pawns before they change the game.”

“Got all that?” Batyn asked.

“I don’t understand,” Dallas said.

“Clarity!” the voice exclaimed. The console in front of Dallas flashed that they were receiving a data transmission. She pulled the information up on her monitor, which shifted to an image of some kind of schematic.

“What is this?” Dallas asked as Batyn leaned over, peering at the diagram.

“Look at his emitter,” Batyn said, pointing at the screen. “I think it’s a weapon. But the language of the text…is this Dominion?”

“A well-schooled fish!” the voice said. “The condors want these for their nests. The only twenty prototypes the Dominion had are winging their way to the pawns. If the Condor King gets them, the swoop will be terrible indeed.”

“What are they?” Dallas asked. “What do they do?”

“Polaron destabilizers,” Batyn said, drawing a surprised glance from Dallas. “It says so right there,” he added, pointing at a bit of text at the top of the document. “As for what it does, I’d say it’s a really big nasty ray gun, but it looks like it would use a huge amount of power.” Batyn kept reading, having had the universal translator change all the text to standard. “And the ray’s effects can be linked to other polaron destabilizers to make one huge blast. I don’t think anything could withstand 5 or 6 of these.”

“And the Crazy Condor Circus is trying to get them,” Dallas said. “Do you know where they are?”

“I will take you,” the voice said. “You must hide your Pee Dee. A Starfleet arrival will scatter the vipers and the pawns. Rooks must move with stealth.”

“There’s a dead moon in the next system where we can stash the ship,” Dallas said, checking the sensors. “Then we’ll beam aboard. Follow us. Dallas out.”

Batyn’s eyes bulged in alarm. “Beam aboard? No surprise here, but you’ve lost your mind! We don’t have a clue who this guy is. We didn’t even get his name!”

“He likes his anonymity.”

“Would it have killed you to ask?”

Ignoring Batyn, Dallas landed the Pee Dee on the dead moon she’d indicated and signaled their mysterious informer to prepare for transport while Batyn fiddled with his tricorder at the front of the runabout.

“What are you doing?” Dallas demanded.

“Packing,” Batyn shot back.

“How long does it take to pack a tricorder?”

Batyn just grunted in response, then closed his tricorder and joined Dallas in the runabout’s small transporter chamber.

“I hope you’re more together when we find the Crazy Condors,” Dallas warned. “Or they may be having a fish fry.”

“Don’t worry,” Batyn said as Dallas sent a final signal to their informant and activated the transporter. “I don’t want to walk into anything blindly.”



The agents rematerialized in the cluttered living area of their informant’s vessel. Padds were strewn everywhere, each displaying an image or bit of text of some sort.

In the center of it all, beaming, stood a human male of approximately 60 years of age. He was dressed simply in a brown shirt and pants of Cardassian design. “Hand and Rook meet at last,” he said excitedly. “With the fish as our witness. But there is no time for accolades and festivities. The Condors are on the hunt.” The man turned on his heel in what was practically a ballet move, then headed toward the exit to what Dallas assumed was the craft’s cockpit.

“Wait. Who are you?” Dallas asked. She stole a glance at Batyn and muttered, “There. Happy?”

The man spun back around. “Who am I?” he said, pondering the question with obvious amusement. “I suppose you could call me Birdkeeper.” With that, he bowed deeply, then backed out of the room.

“How about we just go with loon?” Batyn said once their host was gone. “As in ‘crazy as a…’”

“He’s eccentric,” Dallas said, picking up the nearest padd and looking it over.

“That’s eccentric?”

“He knows what the Crazy Condors are up to, Batyn. That’s enough for me. He can wear tu-tus and sing Klingon opera backwards for all I care as long as he gets me Adrian Cullers and his damn circus.”

“Just as long as we’re going about this rationally,” Batyn said sarcastically, pushing a pile of padds aside and plopping down on a sofa.



“Well isn’t this charming?” Agent Batyn remarked as he and Dallas stood outside the entrance of a dour metal building a short distance from the equally metal and dour spaceport where their “host,” the Birdkeeper, had parked his spacecraft a few minutes earlier.

“It’s a bar,” Dallas replied. “What were you expecting?”

“Some atmosphere. The industrial look just isn’t doing anything for me,” Batyn said as two grime-coated Cardassians pushed past him into the structure.

“Come on. Birdkeeper didn’t know when Claude and Matilda were supposed to meet their contact. We may already be too late.”

“All the more reason not to hurry,” Batyn muttered as Dallas charged ahead.

If anything, the interior of the bar made Batyn long for the relative pleasantness of the outdoors. He could barely see in the dim, smoke-filled room where various groups of Cardassians and the occasional off-worlder sat around tables huddled over drinks.

“Tricorder,” Dallas whispered to Batyn.

“Right here,” Batyn replied, patting the shoulder pack he was carrying.

Dallas glared at her partner. “Use it.”

“If you’d just tell me what you want to start with, we wouldn’t have these problems,” Batyn said, surreptitiously pulling out the device and scanning. “I’ve got a human male and female sitting against the far wall. The female is…large.”

“That’s them,” Dallas said, palming her hand phaser and heading off in the direction Batyn indicated. It was Claude and Matilda all right. The circus performers were looking around the bar anxiously. Their eyes widened in horror as they spotted who was approaching their table.

“Waiting for someone?” Dallas asked casually. Matilda squirmed extricate herself from the booth she and Claude were sitting in. “No no. Don’t get up on my account,” Dallas continued.

“What are you doing here?” Claude demanded through his thick French accent.

“Tour group,” Batyn said. “We’re only in town for a couple of hours before our cruise heads to the next port, but it’s awfully nice to see some friendly faces. Mind if we join you?”

“They seem to be in a bit of a hurry, Batyn,” Dallas said. “Maybe we should let them get on their way.”

“We’re not going anywhere,” Matilda said defiantly.

“Sorry you couldn’t stay longer,” Dallas continued, ignoring her. “It would have been fun to catch up. Bye.”

“We’re not…”

ZAP

ZAP

THUD

THUD

Dallas slipped her phaser back into her pocket as Batyn pulled two small transceivers out of his shoulder pack and placed them on the stunned Crazy Condors.

“Dallas to Birdkeeper,” Dallas said softly into her wristcomm. “The Condors have been tagged.”

“Then off to the cages they go,” the Birdkeeper replied giddily. An instant later, Claude and Matilda dematerialized, allowing Dallas and Batyn to take their places in the booth.

“Suit,” Dallas said quickly. Batyn produced a pink mu-mu with yellow flowers on it out of the shoulder pack and handed it to Dallas, who slipped it on. Dallas grabbed a small yellow tab near the outfit’s waist and yanked it, causing the entire garment to inflate.

“Beard,” Dallas said, struggling to move her arms, which were now encased in the air-filled mu-mu. Batyn reached across the table and patted a curly brown beard onto Dallas’ face.

“How is it?” Dallas asked.

“Hideous,” Batyn replied with a grimace.

“Then it’s perfect.”

Perfect quickly gave way to perfectly miserable as Dallas attempted to find a way to get comfortable inside what she was quickly coming to feel was an inflatable prison.

Fortunately, about fifteen minutes later, a wiry Cardassian approached the table, his eyes darting about nervously. He stared at Batyn for a few moments, then focused on Dallas, who attempted to smile through the beard. Finally, steeling his courage, the Cardassian sat down next to Batyn.

“I am Nukar,” he said quickly, the words almost running together.

“Matilda,” Dallas said.

“Claude,” Batyn grunted.

“I didn’t realize…I didn’t you were…like you,” Nukar stammered at Batyn.

“What? Antideans can’t like poodles?” Batyn asked offended.

“N-n-n-no! I mean yes! You can! That’s fine.” Nukar stopped himself, placed his hands on the table, and took a couple of deep breaths. “I’m sorry. I’m new at this.”

“Crime?” Dallas asked.

“Yes!” Nukar said. He whipped his head around, checking to see if anyone had heard, then refocused his attention on Dallas, his voice a harsh whisper. “I just want these things gone.”

“We can take care of that for you,” Dallas said. “Where is the cargo?”

“The old Morinat Foundry,” Nukar said. “Twenty…items…will be waiting for you there in three hours.”

“Very good,” Dallas said. “If you don’t mind me asking, how did you get the…items?”

“The Dominion had a research facility a few hundred clicks from here during the war. It was top secret. Vorta and Jem’Hadar only. But the place still had to be cleaned.”

“You were the janitor?” Batyn asked.

“Yeah. And when they fled at the end of the war, I was the only one who knew what they’d left behind.”

“So why sell it to us?” Dallas asked.

“Have you looked around? This place is a pit. Not just here; the whole empire is a disaster. I can do some good with two million credits. Besides, there are certain elements around the empire that would love to get their hands on items like this. I’m scared of what they would do with them. I don’t want another war. I don’t think we would survive it.”

“So it’s better to sell them to a bunch of psychopathic circus freaks?” Dallas said angrily.

“What?”

“Don’t mind her. She gets cranky if she hasn’t had her morning tub of lard,” Batyn said, shooting a glare at his partner.

“Sorry,” Dallas said, forcing a smile. “Three hours. Morinat Foundry.”

“Right,” Nukar said, climbing out of the booth. “We can do the credit transfer then.” He looked around again to see if anyone had heard him mention credit transfers, then quickly made his escape from the bar.

“All right,” Dallas said. “We’ve got three hours to get ready.”

“Sounds like it.”

“Um…can you reach the deflate button on this thing?”



The Birdkeeper was literally quivering with excitement when Dallas and Batyn returned to his ship. The older man paced in a very tight circle, his body unable to stop moving.

“Two condors plucked from the sky,” he said.

“That can’t be healthy,” Batyn said, scanning the Birdkeeper with his tricorder.

“The man’s happy. Give him a break,” Dallas said. “Where are Claude and Matilda?”

“The Condors are penned in the back,” the Birdkeeper replied, gesturing toward the closed door of the rear compartment.

“Can I see you a minute?” Batyn whispered to Dallas as he studied the results on his tricorder.

“Unless you’re blind,” Dallas shot back.

“In private.”

“Batyn, don’t be rude.”

“No no!” their host exclaimed. “Wisdom from the depths awaits you. By all means partake!” He waved with a flourish, then altered his pacing to take him into the cockpit, muttering to himself all the way.

“What?” Dallas demanded once the Birdkeeper was gone.

“Look,” Batyn said, turning his tricorder told her.

“Can we get something big enough for me to actually read?” Dallas replied annoyed, pushing the tricorder away.

Batyn retrieved a padd from his pack and transmitted the tricorder readout to it. “There,” he said, shoving the padd into Dallas’ hands.

“What is this?”

“I didn’t want to walk into anything blindly.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

“Who got you out of Tantalus V?” Batyn asked.

“Now you’re just avoiding my question,” Dallas said, growing angry.

“Who?” Batyn insisted.

“Someone in the Admiralty.”

“Exactly. Before we left the Pee Dee, I downloaded the Starfleet Admiralty personnel records into my tricorder.”

“Isn’t that a bit off-limits?”

“Not with Intel clearance,” Batyn replied. “Normally I wouldn’t do something like this, but as you said, someone in the Admiralty got you out of Tantalus V. I thought that maybe our contact would turn out to be the very same admiral, which he did.”

“Admiral Earl Wyndham,” Dallas read. “Looks like he has had a fairly distinguished career.”

“Until the little part where he goes coo-coo and attempts to kill two Starfleet officers.”

“This doesn’t say anything about killing them.”

“Fine! Can we get back to the part where you’ve gotten us stuck with a psychopath?”

“He’s been dead on so far,” Dallas said.

“Don’t say dead.”

“You know what I mean. We wouldn’t have had a clue about this polaron destabilizer scheme without the Birdkeeper’s help.”

“Wyndham. His name is Wyndham!”

“Yes it is,” their host’s voice said, causing Batyn and Dallas to whip around toward the cockpit door.

“Hi there!” Batyn said, waving nervously as he took a step back. “Guess you heard all that, huh?”

“The parts that burned my ears.”

“Oookay.”

“So are you annoyed or actually homicidal?”

“Neither. Lies are for the condors. Rook and Hand must have trust if they are to act as one,” Wyndham replied.

“See,” Dallas said. “He’s fine about it.”

“Are we just not paying attention to the insane words coming out of his mouth?” Batyn asked.

“Polaron destabilizers,” Dallas said firmly.

“Gotcha.”

Dallas turned back to Wyndham. “We should probably prepare for the exchange.”

“Excellent! I’ll make lunch!”

Batyn’s eyes bulged. “Great calamari, spare my…OOOOF!”

“Sounds good,” Dallas said, removing her elbow from her partner’s ribcage.



While sitting in the inflatable mu-mu had been miserable, attempting to walk around in it was nothing less than excruciating torture.

“Are we there yet?” Dallas moaned, waddling as best she could through the streets toward the old foundry where they were scheduled to meet their contact, Nukar.

“Why? Are you feeling a little bloated?” Batyn taunted.

“Fear the time I get out of this thing. Fear it!”

“Clam up. We’re here,” Batyn said, gesturing toward a massive set of rusted metal doors rising up twenty feet in the air. One of the doors was cracked open slightly, allowing Batyn to pull it open the rest of the way.

“After you,” he said. Dallas shuffled inside the dark building as best she could, followed by Batyn.

“Nukar!” Dallas called.

“Here,” the Cardassian said, his voice shaking as he stepped out of the darkness into a beam of sunlight shining in from a hole in the ceiling. “Do you have the credits?”

“We’ll get to that after we see the items,” Dallas said, brushing aside a stray hair from her beard that was threatening to crawl up her nose.

“Over there,” Nukar said, gesturing toward a group of four anti-grav pallets visible in another pool of sunlight several yards away. “Twenty polaron destabilizers.”

“They’re awfully small,” Dallas said, looking at the devices.

“Dominion technology,” Nukar replied. “But see what happens when you mount one on a spaceship. Actually, don’t. I don’t want these things used to hurt anybody.”

“Oh, they’re for defensive purposes only,” Batyn said.

“Dallas!” a shrill voice cried, echoing through the vast abandoned foundry.

“Ack!” Nukar screamed fearfully, scrambling behind a battered console for cover.

“Did you invite somebody else and not tell me?” Batyn said, looking around for the source of the voice.

“I believe you two are the ones lacking invites,” the voice said again. Dallas traced it to a catwalk above their heads where a man stood aiming a phaser rifle in their direction. Dallas recognized him immediately.

“Cullers,” she spat.

Adrian Cullers, Ringmaster of the Crazy Condor Circus, bowed his head slightly. “And we meet again, Agent Dallas; although, I can’t say that I’m very happy about it. You have a knack for getting right in the middle of my affairs.”

“It’s a talent.”

“You have help,” Cullers said. “As soon as my people set up the meeting with a contact here, I decided I’d better find out what you were doing. Sure enough, I learned that you’d left Earth on your way to parts unknown. It didn’t take much to guess that ‘parts unknown’ meant here. The one surprise was that you’d enlisted some deluded old fool to help you.”

“What old fool?”

“This one,” Cullers said. “Matilda! Claude!”

Admiral Wyndham was suddenly shoved out of the darkness toward Dallas and Batyn. Matilda and Claude stepped into the light a moment later, smiling cruelly.

“We seem to be in check,” Wyndham said casually.

“No kidding,” Batyn said. “I thought you had those two under control.”

“Brilliance here didn’t even bother to lock the door,” Matilda said. Batyn and Dallas turned on Wyndham, who just shrugged. “The hand is not a cage.”

“Is there a brain in there?” Batyn asked.

Matilda, meanwhile, sized-up the disguised-Dallas. “Nice outfit. I’ve got one just like it at home.”

Nukar crawled out from behind his console, obviously confused. “Um…so you’re not Matilda?” he asked Dallas.

“Starfleet Intel,” Dallas replied, fumbling for the deflate tab. Batyn reached over and hit it for her, pressing a hand phaser into her palm in the process.

“So you didn’t have the two million credits?”

Dallas finished extricating herself from the deflated mu-mu. “No. Actually, I was going to arrest you. But if it’s any consolation, I don’t think Cullers was going to pay you either. He was probably just going to kill you.”

“I resent that,” Cullers said. “I was going to pay him.”

“And then kill him and take the money back?” Batyn asked.

“Well…yes,” Cullers admitted. “It hardly matters now, though. Matilda, Claude, take the pallets back to the ship. I’ll entertain our friends here.”

“No mimes, okay?” Dallas said as Claude and Matilda each struggled to move a pallet. Even with the anti-grav modules, the pallets were bulky and unwieldy. Finally, they worked together to maneuver one out the door.

“I’m not feeling entertained,” Batyn said.

“How about this? Everyone stays very very still. If you move, I put a hole in your skull? Sound like fun?”

“Not really.”

“Am I part of this game?” Nukar asked.

“Yes.”

“Noooooo,” the Cardassian whined.

“The prototypes must not reach the Aviary,” Wyndham said softly.

“That’s not my biggest concern right now,” Batyn said.

“He’s right,” Dallas said.

“Which one?” Batyn asked.

“Him. We have to do something.”

“Feel free.”

“Fine. I will.”

“Oh no.”

Dallas suddenly yanked on the inflate tab on her mu-mu and threw the garment up toward the catwalk as she started firing with the hand phaser Batyn had passed her. Startled by the growing dress flying his way, Cullers started shooting, giving Batyn the opportunity to grab Wyndham and throw him to the ground by Nukar behind the shattered foundry console. It wasn’t the best cover in the universe, but it would have to do.

“The prototypes!” Dallas shouted to him from somewhere in the darkness of the foundry.

“What do you want me to do about them?” Batyn called back, racing for some cover of his own.

“Don’t let the Condors have them!”

“That I can do,” Batyn muttered, ducking behind a pole and reaching into his shoulder pack for another phaser. He set the device to overload and lobbed it directly into the center of the group of remaining pallets.

Dallas, meanwhile, had found a ladder leading up to Cullers’ catwalk. For his part, the Crazy Condor ringmaster was busy firing blindly into the darkness below, searching for some sign of Dallas or Batyn.

“Put it down!” Dallas shouted. Cullers spun around, rifle at the ready. “I said drop it!”

“You first,” Cullers said.

“Not happening.”

“Then I’ll shoot.”

“So will I.”

“My gun’s bigger.”

“Mine will kill you just as well.”

The posturing was brought to an abrupt halt by the explosion of Batyn’s phaser along with 15 polaron destabilizer prototypes.

BOOOOM!

(See. Told you so.)

Dallas instinctively grabbed for the ladder as the catwalk jolted violently from the shockwave. Cullers wasn’t so lucky. He pitched sideways, losing his footing and hitting the catwalk railing. An instant later, he was over it, plummeting to the dust-covered floor below.

The catwalk itself soon followed, slamming to the concrete floor mere inches away from the ringmaster and leaving Dallas clinging to a ladder that now went nowhere. She felt the breeze of a bit of ceiling whooshing past her on its way to the ground. Several more soon followed.

“Great plan!” she shouted at Batyn above the din of the crumbling foundry.

“Insult me later!” Batyn snapped back.

Cullers rolled over, every inch of his body in pain, and forced his possibly-broken left arm to the small comm unit on his right wrist. “Matilda…”

“We’re coming!” the bearded woman’s voice said. “Hold your horses.”

“Abort. Beam me back.”

“Now?”

“Now,” Cullers croaked. A moment later, his prone form dematerialized, which turned out to be a good thing considering the chunk of roof that landed there a few seconds after his departure.

“Get them out of here,” Dallas shouted, pointing at the console shielding Wyndham and Nukar.

“Get yourself out of here!” Batyn replied, darting across the foundry floor to the console.

Dallas’ attention was quickly brought back to the ladder, which was beginning to creak badly and threatened to detach completely from the foundry wall.

Forget threatened. It was now actively detaching.

Dallas loosened her grip and let herself slide toward the ground as one by one, the brackets holding the ladder up above her broke loose. She hit the concrete floor with a jarring thud, then threw herself sideways, narrowing avoiding being clobbered by the ladder as it snapped loose completely and toppled to the ground.

Ignoring the pain from her rough landing, Dallas scrambled to her feet and sprinted toward the exit, diving out into the daylight just ahead of the complete collapse of the foundry roof.

Batyn was immediately above her, his hand extended to help her to her feet.

“Thanks,” she said with a pained wince. She spotted Nukar, then looked around for their host. “Where’s Wyndham?”

“Strangely absent,” Batyn replied. “Nukar tells me that he scampered pretty much right after I got him to cover.”

“Maybe he’s after the other prototypes. We’ve got to get to Cullers’ ship and…”

“I think that’s going to have to wait,” Batyn said unhappily.

“It can’t wait. We have to… Oh.”

Three hovercars of the moon’s constabulary were just coming to a stop followed by the fire brigade. Several large, stern Cardassians emerged from the police vehicles, weapons drawn.

“You going to make a break for it?” Batyn asked with a smirk.

“Oh shut up,” Dallas snapped, putting her hands up for the nice officers.



This whole trip was turning out to be a complete waste of time, Karina Durham thought as she glanced at her wrist chronometer again while pacing the docking slip where her vessel, the Acapella II was currently waiting. She was an Independent Transport Operator by trade, a title many considered to just be a nice way of saying “smuggler,” and the promise of lucrative work in the Cardassian Sector, an area she normally stayed away from, was just too good to pass up.

Now here she was on this godforsaken moon of Guesset with no sign of her potential employer. He was three hours late. One more hour, and she was leaving. Courtesy was important, even in smuggling. If this creep couldn’t bother to show up on time, why should she stick around? Job be damned.

“Excuse me,” a soft male voice said, interrupting her inner tirade.

Karina spun around and found herself face-to-face with a smiling human male who looked to be in his late 50s or early 60s.

“Can I help you?” she asked impatiently.

“I hope you can. I need to acquire transport for myself…discreet transport, if you take my meaning. The Condors have eyes everywhere.”

“Uh huh,” Karina replied, looking the man over. Were the Condors some kind of Cardassian gang? They’d obviously made this man’s life a living hell. He had the look in his eyes of someone who was barely clinging onto his own sanity. That wasn’t the real issue, though.

“Can you pay?”

“Certainties,” the man said, producing a bag from his shoulder pack and handing it to Karina. She struggled to hold the heavy bag up as she opened it. Inside were two bars of gold-pressed latinum. “Is that enough?”

“Welcome aboard,” she said, waving her hand toward the Acapella II’s hatch. Forget moving cargo. If this old guy wanted to pay her two whole bars of latinum for a trip, she was more than willing to take him. “Is that all of your luggage?”

“All I need for what’s ahead,” Admiral Earl Wyndham said with a smile as he stepped past Karina Durham into the ship. The bait had been lured to Guesset by his false promise of a job. Now it was time to put her on the hook and watch her squirm. Rook One would bite. The antidote would come, and the Condors would whither and die.

But Rook Two was not finished yet. She and the fish-man yet had sweeping to do.



“WYNDHAM!” Agent Dallas shouted, storming onto Wyndham’s ship and almost tripping over one of the piles of padds in the common area. “WYNDHAM!”

“He’s not here,” Batyn said, checking his tricorder.

“Then where is he?”

“I don’t know. He’s had almost a whole day to get a head start on us. He could be anywhere.”

“Damn Cardassians! They knew we were Starfleet Intel! They had no right to hold us overnight!” Dallas seethed.

“At least we still have all of our teeth,” Batyn replied with a shrug.

“That doesn’t… Do you hear beeping?”

Batyn listened for a moment. “Yeah. It’s coming from the cockpit.” The two agents followed the sound to the ship’s cockpit and found a beeping padd sitting on the flight console with the words “Touch Me” blinking in bright red letters. Dallas swiped it up and did as it instructed. The text immediately shifted to a longer message.

“What’s it say?” Batyn asked, attempting to peer over Dallas’ shoulder.

“It’s coordinates. Wyndham says we are to take his ship there under cloak and meet him in one week’s time.”

“Why would we do that?”

Dallas handed him the padd. He quickly read through the message from Wyndham:



The Condors are flocking, Agent Dallas. The

swoop is imminent unless the Rooks act. I will

lead you to the circus, but ask yourself whom

the circus serves. They are but a wing of the

larger bird. The Condor King awaits.



“We’re going, aren’t we?” Batyn said, not looking forward to the answer.

“Cullers got away with five of those prototypes. If Wyndham can lead me to him and whomever is really running the show, I’d meet him in the middle of a black hole.”

“So, in other words, we’re going.”

“You’re damn right we are.”



TO BE CONTINUED…
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STARDATE 53998.6

SOMEWHERE BETWEEN HERE AND THERE OUTER SPACE



Another padd hit the sofa, joining the growing pile on the cushion beside Agent Batyn. Batyn didn’t even look up from the waterproof scarf he was knitting.

Agent Samantha Dallas growled slightly, crossing her arms in a huff and scowling as she sat at the table in the ship’s small common area in front of another pile of padds. The ship, which belonged to one Admiral Earl Wyndham, was currently sitting cloaked at a set of coordinates that had been provided by Wyndham before he’d disappeared from a moon in the Cardassian Sector a week earlier.

Dallas huffed again, this time more loudly.

“I’m not doing it,” Batyn said flatly.

“Doing what?” Dallas snapped.

“Asking you what you’re upset about. I don’t care.” Batyn completed another row of the scarf and smiled slightly. Who knew that such a primitive activity could be so relaxing? He’d found the yarn and instructions in the disaster area that was Wyndham’s bedroom and quickly discovered that he had a knack for knitting. With the yarn now waterproofed, Batyn figured that he had a good head start on his mother’s Auqanarid Festival gift.

“Have you read any of these padds?” Dallas asked.

“Nope. Don’t want to. Don’t care.”

“The man is insane!”

“I seem to remember mentioning that about a week ago.”

“That last padd was nothing but his ‘proof’ that his childhood cat was some kind of alien spy!”

“I never trusted them anyway. All that fur and those sharp little teeth. And the hissing. No good ever came from anything that hissed.”

“I just thought that he’d have more about the Crazy Condors,” Dallas said, picking up another padd. “Most of what he has, I already knew. The Condors were helping Starfleet Officers vanish. I knew that. I almost got mimed to death for that information. They’re building some kind of fleet. I knew that, too. I found ship parts the Crazy Condors were smuggling over two years ago.”

“So what’s the problem?” Batyn asked.

“Who’s behind it?” Dallas demanded. “Wyndham makes some references to the Condor King, but he never goes into detail. It’s almost like…he’s afraid.”

“Maybe he is. Anyone who can secretly build a fleet of ships and convince Starfleet Officers to man them seems like a good person to fear.”

“Still. He could have given me a name to work with. Or maybe the location of their base.”

“And if he’d told you everything, would you still be here to meet him or would you have charged into the Condors’ base alone waving your phaser around and screaming ‘You’re under arrest! All five thousand of you!’?”

“We don’t know that they have five thousand people.”

“That’s not the point. The fact is that you’d go, and you know it,” Batyn said.

“Well…”

“See.”

The pair sat silently for several moments, then…

“Dammit!” Batyn shouted.

“What?”

“You got me to talk about this Condor crap! I told you I didn’t care, but you just couldn’t leave me alone, could you? You…”

Batyn’s rant was interrupted by a piercing alarm from the cockpit.

“Something’s coming,” Dallas said, leaping up from her chair and racing into the cockpit. Batyn carefully set his knitting aside and joined her. Dallas was already poring over the long-range sensors.

“It’s a small craft. Private registry. I’m reading one life-sign. Human,” Dallas said.

“Wyndham?” Batyn asked.

“Possibly. It’s slowing. Now stopping.” As a matter of fact, the craft came to a stop not four thousand meters away from Dallas and Batyn’s ship. A moment later, the familiar tones of a transporter sounded from behind Batyn. He and Dallas turned in time to see Earl Wyndham materialize, his face covered with a broad grin.

“What pleasantness to lay eyes on a fish and rook,” Wyndham said, pushing his way past Batyn to the pilot’s chair. “Time to fly away before the Condors do.”

Dallas’ attention was grabbed by a new blip on the sensors, approaching fast from the direction from which Wyndham’s vessel had just come.

“Um…who is that?”

“A rook of a different board,” Wyndham replied nonchalantly.

“That’s an Excelsior-class starship!” Dallas exclaimed as the sensors gathered more data. “Are they chasing you?”

“I hope so,” Wyndham grinned as he slowly moved the ship away from the scene so as to minimize any possible disturbance to their cloak. “But my turn with Rook One is done. Let’s see what Rook Two can do.”

Batyn groaned. “I’ll be knitting,” he said, heading to the back.

“Does the fish knit?” Wyndham asked Dallas, his eyes dancing. “Wonderful hobby. Clears the mind.”

“You don’t say,” Dallas replied.



STARDATE 53999.3

CONDORS’ NEST BETA QUADRANT



“I’m sorry, Mister Cullers, but the Admiral is quite busy at the moment,” Lieutenant Bartholomew Radley, Admiral Hitori Sulu’s personal assistant, said once he emerged from the massive situation control room in the hollowed-out asteroid known as the Condors’ Nest.

“He won’t see me?” Adrian Cullers, ringmaster of the Crazy Condor Circus, replied in disbelief.

“Perhaps you could return at a less busy time.”

“You want me to make an appointment?” Cullers asked angrily.

“That would probably be best. The Admiral’s calendar doesn’t really clear up until after we overthrow the Federation, but I’m sure that once that’s over he could…”

“Never mind,” Cullers snapped, spinning on his heel and storming off down the corridors. Out in space around the Nest, Cullers knew that hundreds of starships were waiting for word from Admiral Sulu to bring forth his so-called Next Federation, ships that wouldn’t exist if it weren’t for the parts that the Crazy Condor circus smuggled in. But now Sulu had evidently decided he didn’t need the Crazy Condors anymore. The “Condor King” was almost ready to head off with his flock, so who needed a bunch of circus types around?

“Jeeze. Make a couple of little mistakes,” Cullers muttered. First the Crazy Condors had failed to get a prototype subspace generator from Bradley Dillon’s Dillon Enterprises. That job had eventually fallen to the two muscle-bound Vulcans-for-hire Sulu had brought in. Then there was the fiasco in the Cardassian Sector. Instead of bringing back twenty Dominion prototype polaron destabilizers, the Crazy Condors had only been able to bring back five.

In all honesty, Cullers didn’t have much of a circus left. His mimes had abandoned him after having their asses thoroughly kicked by Agent Samantha Dallas, he’d lost his hypnotist and two of his Vulcan trapeze artists to Dallas on Waystation, and most of his other performers and crew had seen the writing on the wall after those disasters clearly enough to jump ship. Now he was down to Claude the Poodle Trainer and Matilda the Waltzing Weightlifting Bearded Lady.

Yet through it all, Cullers had been loyal to Sulu. The Admiral had funded his circus and helped him live his dream of running the show under the big top. All he’d wanted in return was for Cullers to help him overthrow the government. Was that too much to ask?

Cullers didn’t think so. Sulu was obviously a patron of the circus arts. Besides, being a criminal mastermind was rather fun. He’d enjoyed working out the details of how to smuggle the ship parts and personnel to the Condor’s Nest without arousing too much suspicion from Starfleet. Of course, Sulu was able to deflect most potential interest in their activities. And in the future, with Sulu in charge of his Next Federation, Cullers was looking forward to the Crazy Condors becoming the preeminent circus troupe in the galaxy. But now…now they were just a ragtag group of glorified flunkies.

This was all Samantha Dallas’ fault. Her and that damn fish on legs. If he ever got his hands on them again, Cullers would make them pay. He’d get his revenge and show Admiral Sulu that the Crazy Condors were worthy of his support once again!



“Investigation Log. Stardate 53999.6. We have arrived at a planetoid Admiral Wyndham calls Demon’s Sanctum. I’ve never heard of the place myself, but judging by the looks of the ships in orbit, some unsavory types hang out here. The Sanctum’s coordinates place us just inside the Beta Quadrant within a reasonable distance of Waystation. My question now is,”what are we doing here?”

“Wyndham has said something about waiting for someone to return to the Nest, but I have no idea where this so-called Nest is. Instead, we’ve just been sitting in a high orbit cloaked. I’ve been patient up until now, but if Wyndham doesn’t show me where Adrian Cullers and the rest of his Crazy Condors are soon, I’m going to start taking matters into my own hands.

“That is assuming Starfleet doesn’t take action first. The Excelsior class starship that was chasing Wyndham arrived in the region of Demon’s Sanctum a short time ago. They have remained far enough away that most ships here probably haven’t detected them. Instead, they launched a civilian craft, the same one that Wyndham met us in, which has since gone to Demon’s Sanctum.

“Again, Wyndham seems to know more about this ship than he’s telling me. All he’ll say is that the other rook is not my concern, whatever that means, but I’m really getting sick of this whole situation. I feel like there’s a lot more going on here than I’m aware of. One of these days, I’m going to get the rest of the story.”



“Any change?” Agent Dallas asked, stepping into the cockpit of their cloaked ship.

“None that smiling-boy seems to think is important,” Batyn replied, his legs propped up on the co-pilot’s console as he sat with his arms crossed. “Our Starfleet friends went into a bar a little while ago, and in a certain dark alley, a Tellarite and a Horta are doing things with each other that will give me nightmares for the rest of my life.”

“At least you’re keeping busy,” Dallas said.

“They fly!” Wyndham exclaimed suddenly, watching a monitor on his pilot’s console. “The course is straight and true!”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Batyn demanded.

“Who cares as long as something’s happening?” Dallas said, shoving Batyn’s feet aside to get a look at his console. A single ship had left Demon’s Sanctum and was making its way toward a nearby asteroid cluster. Wyndham, meanwhile, had powered up the engines and was now closing in on the departing vessel.

“Are they headed to the Nest?” Dallas asked.

Wyndham nodded. “Returning to the flock.”

“I’m reading two Vulcans and two humans on board,” Batyn said.

“They will be our key to the Condor Kingdom; we shall skulk as their shadow,” Wyndham said.

“Sure,” Batyn said as Wyndham pulled up almost directly behind the other ship, keeping just far enough back to stay out of their engine wake. The ships passed the outer ring of asteroids, which soon turned out to be the only ring of asteroids. Inside the vast sphere created by the asteroid ring was empty space except for two minor details.


	The giant asteroid at the center of the ring.


	The massive fleet of starships milling about.






“Um…why didn’t we notice them before?” Dallas asked Batyn.

“The asteroids were interfering with the sensors somehow. I was reading nothing but rock until we actually got in here. On the bright side, they all seem to be Federation ships.”

“Next Federation,” Wyndham said.

“Next…” Batyn said, trailing off as he got a good look at the names on a couple of the ships they passed. USS CONDOR - 45. USS CONDOR - 62.

“So this is the flock of condors,” Dallas said. “But why are they here? You said Next Federation. Are they going to try to take over?”

“Out with the old; in with the new, if the Condor King has his say, his way, and his day.”

“Who is the Condor King?” Dallas asked. “Is it Cullers?”

Wyndham laughed. “Don’t confuse a pawn for a King! Rook One must put the King in check. Rook Two must rescue my knight.”

“Which rook am I again?”

“Two,” Batyn said. Ahead of them, a massive metal door embedded in the central asteroid slid open, revealing a docking bay. Inside was a ship that Dallas recognized from a visit Waystation a couple of months earlier.

“Cullers,” she said darkly as Wyndham slid into the docking bay and landed between the Crazy Condors’ ship and the ship they had followed to the Nest. As soon as both new arrivals touched down, the docking bay doors began to close.

“That explains the follow-the-leader routine,” Batyn said.

Wyndham nodded again. “No one sees the shadow.”

“That’s fine with me,” Batyn said. His attention was drawn to the group of people who had just entered the docking bay from the corridor beyond and were quickly moving to the other vessel. “Er…what’s with the uniforms?” he asked.

“They’re wrong!” Dallas said, looking at the red and black clad group. It was like watching an old holovid from Admiral Kirk’s trial or something. Sure they were smart-looking outfits, but it was a bit creepy seeing people actually walking around in them.

“Everything old is new again,” Wyndham said. “The Condor King wants the Next Federation to be his old Federation.”

“Sounds like this guy is a few coral short of a reef,” Batyn muttered.

The group of strangely-clad Next Federation officers emerged from the other vessel, carrying two unconscious humans away with them. They were followed out of the ship and then out of the docking bay by two hulking Vulcans.

“All right. I’ve seen enough,” Dallas said. “What’s the plan?”

“You will rescue the Knight,” Wyndham said.

Dallas and Batyn stared at him in silence for a moment. “That’s it?” Dallas asked finally.

“The Knight must not fall to the King. Save the Knight!” Wyndham said, his eyes wide with urgency.

“What about Cullers?” Dallas demanded.

“Knight!” Wyndham bellowed.

“Cullers is the Knight?” Batyn asked.

Wyndham’s face turned bright red as the older man began to literally shake with fury.

“Evidently not,” Batyn said, quickly climbing out his chair and backing toward the exit.

“Find the Knight,” Wyndham said, his voice a harsh whisper.

“Knight. Got it,” Dallas said.

Batyn was waiting for her in the common area. “What do we do now?” he asked, glancing nervously at the cockpit door.

“Find the Knight,” Dallas replied, heading to the room’s replicator and ordering up a couple of uniforms from the appropriate era. “And if I should HAPPEN to run into Cullers while were at it and ACCIDENTALLY kill him, so be it.”

“Good to know we’re approaching this rationally,” Batyn grumbled just before a uniform hit in the face.



Adrian Cullers approached the door of his quarters, stopping outside and steeling himself for the trials ahead. A weary sigh escaped his lips before he realized one was even coming. He’d left the cabin ages ago to try to meet with Admiral Sulu, but he hadn’t been able to bring himself to come back before now. He just didn’t want to face what was waiting inside. Oh well. He’d delayed the inevitable long enough.

He stepped inside the two bedroom cabin, breathing through his mouth so as to not be assaulted by the odor he knew lay within.

“He spoke to you?” Matilda, the Crazy Condors’ Waltzing Weightlifting Bearded Lady exclaimed, lifting herself off of the living area sofa as quickly as she could, which wasn’t all that fast.

“No,” Cullers replied simply.

“But you were gone for hours.”

Before Cullers could reply, the room was filled with a cacophony of yips as a horde of six poodles poured out of one of the bedrooms on a direct course for Cullers. They quickly surrounded him, all growling as menacingly as a bunch of poodles could.

“Non! Non!” Claude the Poodle Trainer cried, running out of the bedroom. “I am so sorry, Mister Cullers. I do not know why they behave so.”

“I don’t think they like me,” Cullers said.

“But what is not to like?” Claude asked. “Down, my lovelies! Mister Cullers is the reason we’re all together!”



“One big happy family,” Cullers muttered. He really would have been much happier sleeping on the circus’ ship in the docking bay, but Admiral Sulu preferred to have his “associates” close-at- hand (i.e. someplace they could be monitored). So Cullers, Matilda, Claude, and all six poodles had been given one two- bedroom cabin to share. As the only woman, Matilda claimed one of the rooms. Under normal circumstances, as leader, Cullers would have insisted on taking the other room, but Claude’s “lovelies” needed a place all their own. Cullers preferred to have the little beasts corralled in other bedroom, leaving him sleeping on the sofa.

Unfortunately, keeping six dogs in such a confined space led to certain smells, no matter how often Claude took the horde out for walkies. Between the dog odors and the smells wafting off of the slop Matilda ate to keep her figure (old Joegonot recipes, she said), the cabin was almost unbearable.

Having to spend so much time with Matilda and Claude pushed the situation from almost to completely unbearable, hence Cullers spending hours away from the cabin even though he couldn’t get Lieutenant Radley to let him anywhere near Admiral Sulu.

“Did you see Sulu?” Claude asked.

“No,” Matilda replied.

“Did I ask you?”

“Well, he didn’t.”

“Would you care to let him speak?”

The poodles all raised up onto their hind legs. “Yip! Yip! Yip! Yip!”

“Non! I did not mean for you to speak!” Claude scolded, wagging his finger at the poodles.

“Yip! Yip! Yip! Yip!”

“Quiet! To your beds!”

Cullers ran his hand down his face as the poodles obediently went back to all fours then pranced to their bedroom.

“Are you getting a headache?” Matilda asked. “I can give you a neck rub.”

“With those hands?” Claude said. “You would crush his skull. I will give the neck rub!”

“I can do it!”

“Ha!”

“NO ONE is giving me a NECK RUB!” Cullers snapped.

“Are you sure? You sound like you could use one,” Matilda said.

“I’m fine.”

“What about Sulu?”

“How would he know how Sulu is?” Claude demanded. “He already told you he didn’t see him!”

“I just want to know what happened!” Matilda shot back.

“Then ask him, not me!”

“I already did.”

“Then let him speak!”

“Why don’t you?”

“I’m going to kill you both!” Cullers screamed, his voice breaking with mad laughter. “Shut up. Just shut up!”

“But we…”

“SHUT!”

“But…”

“UP!”

“You don’t have to be mean about it.”

“AHHHHHHHHHHH!”

“Yip! Yip! Yip! Yip!”

“Now you have upset, my lovelies,” Claude said disapprovingly as the poodles’ barks carrying through the bedroom door into the living area.

“That’s it! I’m leaving,” Cullers said.

“Wait!” Matilda said. “What about the flocking?”

“The fleet is leaving soon. After that, the base will self destruct.”

“Are we going to Earth with them?” Claude asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Then you should ask Admiral Sulu about it.”

Claude took a couple of fearful steps back as Cullers’ eyes locked onto him, blazing with pure hate. “That. Is. What. I. Was. Trying. TO DO!”

“Ah. I see.”

“Goooooood,” Cullers replied. “Bye bye, now.” Before Claude or Matilda could say anything else to aggravate him further, Cullers stormed out of the cabin and back into the corridor. Maybe he could just leave now. Why wait for the self-destruct sequence? Just him, his ship, and open space. He could start a new circus, one without dog acts or bearded women. Now there was an idea.



“So we’re just going to go stroking along through this base and hope no one notices we’re not from around here?” Agent Batyn asked as he and Dallas emerged from their cloaked ship in full uniform and headed toward the exit.

“I’m not stroking anything,” Dallas replied.

“You know what I mean.”

“Look, Batyn. The secret to getting around places like this is to act like you belong. Don’t gawk. Don’t act lost. Just walk determinedly like you’re going somewhere important.” She held up the padd she’d brought along. “This completes the look. If you’re walking determinedly while holding a padd, no one is going to question you because you obviously have to get somewhere with whatever information you’re carrying.”

“That explains why you made me bring this,” Batyn said, glancing down at the padd he was carrying.

“Yep. And I gave us the rank insignias of lieutenant commanders. It’s high enough to keep the lower ranks in line, but low enough that it probably won’t arouse the suspicions of any commanders or captains we might run across.”

“I guess you’ve thought of everything,” Batyn groused.

“You could be happier about it,” Dallas said.

“I haven’t slept in my tank in over a week. When I can slide into a nice pool of warm water instead of one your awful dry beds, then I’ll think about being happy. But don’t count on it!”

“I’ll see you later,” Dallas said suddenly, veering off down a side corridor.

“Wait. Where are you going?” Batyn asked alarmed.

“To find Cullers.”

“Great. What the halibut am I supposed to do?”

“You throw those fish references in just to annoy me, don’t you?” Dallas said.

“Sometimes. But you’re not answering my question. What am I supposed to do?”

“Find the Knight,” Dallas said, striding away. “I’ll be somewhere pummeling Cullers.”

“I hope he lets Matilda sit on you!” Batyn called after her. Dallas didn’t respond. She was too busy walking determinedly with her padd.

“Wonderful,” Batyn muttered. How was he supposed to find this Knight? He didn’t even know where to begin. Rather than stand around looking confused, though, he decided he’d follow his partner’s advice for once and walk somewhere while he thought.

Okay. If Dallas was a rook and the circus folks were pawns, the knight was probably a person. Assuming that Wyndham wasn’t completely insane (which admittedly was a large assumption), this knight must be fairly easy to locate; otherwise, Wyndham would have given them more to work with.

Seeing a Next Federation officer heading his way with simpler rank insignia than he had (which hopefully meant the officer was lower in rank), Batyn decided to try the direct approach.

“Have you seen Knight?” Batyn asked, trying to sound as official and commanding as possible as he straightened up to his full height, which was a good 20 centimeters above the Benzite Next Federation officer.

“We were just dismissed from the command center, sir,” the officer replied quickly. He was obviously in a hurry to get somewhere. “I believe she was heading toward the mess before we evacuate.”

“Thank you,” Batyn said with a curt nod, then strode off down the corridor without looking back. Hmmm…maybe there was something to Dallas’ method after all. The mention of an evacuation concerned him, though. If the Next Federation people were leaving, that could mean that Wyndham was very right about the Condors flocking soon.



If she could find the rest of the circus, she would find Cullers. Granted, there were some risks to trying to take on all of the Crazy Condors at once, but that’s what phasers were for. Of course, finding the circus could be difficult in itself.

Could be unless you knew what to look for, and Dallas knew exactly what to look for:

Poodles.

Fortunately, Dallas had been able to find a communal restroom off of one of the main corridors, which gave her the opportunity to claim a stall and pull out her tricorder.

Covering the sounds of her tricorder scan was another matter entirely, but Dallas was prepared to do what she had to do. And let’s just say that what she had to do involved the generation of several loud, unpleasant sounds, and leave it at that, okay?

Thanks.

Anyway, the audio cover gave Dallas enough time to detect a small cluster of canine biosigns in a set of quarters one level above her. After completing her business (you have to take these opportunities when you get them), Dallas headed out of the restroom and made her way to the nearest turbolift.

She was soon standing outside of the cabin indicated by her tricorder, holding her hand phaser behind her padd as she waited impatiently for someone to answer the door chime.

Hopefully, that someone would be Cullers.

It wasn’t.

Instead, Claude the Poodle Trainer stood before her, his face scowling with annoyance.

“What do you want?” he demanded.

“Just a friendly chat,” Dallas said, moving the padd aside and jabbing the phaser into Claude’s chest. Claude’s eyes darted from the phaser to the face of the woman in front of him.

“Wait. I know…Dallas!”

“Ding ding ding!” she said, backing Claude into the cabin as the doors slid shut behind her. “Give the man a crepe.”

Matilda emerged from the cabin’s small dining area, spooning a gloppy brown substance from a massive bowl into her equally massive gullet. “Claude,” she mumbled past the food in her mouth. “Who…”

“Thanks for the dinner invite, but I’m really not hungry,” Dallas said, shoving Claude down on the sofa and waving with her phaser for Matilda to join them. “Where’s your boss?”

“Out,” Claude said.

“Out where?”

“Why should we tell you?”

“Because you don’t want me to put any additional holes in your head.”

“You won’t shoot,” Matilda said confidently. “There are hundreds of Next Federation officers on this asteroid. You shoot us; they kill you.”

“Not if I kill you both, then beam away before anyone gets here,” Dallas replied with an evil grin.

“Impossible. There are hundreds of ships out there.”

“Then how am I standing here now?”

“Er…”

“She has a point,” Claude admitted.

“That I do,” Dallas said. “Now then, we’re all just going to sit quietly until Cullers gets here.”

The doors suddenly whooshed open, and Cullers stormed inside angrily.

“Which is right about now,” Dallas finished.

“Listen up, you two,” Cullers began, oblivious to the woman with a phaser. “I’ve had enough of…” He finally spotted the uniformed Dallas. “What did you two do now? If the admiral kicks us out of…” Why was the Next Federation woman with the phaser smiling? And why was she now aiming it at him?

“DALLAS!”

“Surprise! You’re under arrest.”

Cullers quickly recovered himself. “Don’t be ridiculous. You’ll never get me off of this base.”

Dallas pretended to be in deep thought for a moment. “You know what? You’re right! I’ll just have to kill you here!”

“He walked right into that one,” Claude said to Matilda.

“No kidding. I’m kind of surprised.”

“Why? She’s a tricky one.”

“Well, so is he.”

“I think he might be slipping a bit, though. He’s seemed stressed lately.”

“I noticed that,” Matilda said. “I wonder what his problem is. The old Cullers seemed so much more together.”

“I’m still together!” Cullers shouted.

“Sure,” Matilda said unconvincingly.

“Could you two shut up?” Dallas said. “Please!”

“Go!” Cullers shouted suddenly, diving at Dallas.

“Fifis!” Claude screamed. The door to one of the bedrooms slid open, sending the Fifi Brigade pouring into the room and straight at Dallas and Cullers. “Sic her! Sic her!” Claude continued, leaping behind the sofa for cover as Matilda pulled herself up.

Dallas managed to leap back and avoid Cullers’ initial attack, but with the dogs and Matilda closing in from different angles, she quickly found herself in deep trouble.

“Back!” Dallas cried, firing at the charging poodles, nailing one as Matilda latched a meaty hand onto her firing arm. “Get off,” Dallas shouted, twisting in Matilda’s grip and firing again. The angle was bad, so the shot only grazed the huge woman’s gut. She grunted, but refused to let go as Cullers grabbed onto Dallas’ leg.

One shove from Matilda later, Dallas was toppling backward to the ground with Matilda looming over her. The last thing she heard before Matilda’s fist connected with her head was Cullers’ voice.

“Claude, get these damn dogs off of me!”



Agent Batyn ran across the mess hall more by luck than anything else. As it was, he seemed to be moving against the flow of traffic as several Next Federation officers pushed past him, presumably on their way to evacuate. There was no real reason to believe that this Knight, whoever she was, would still be in the mess hall, but it was all he had to work with at the moment.

Batyn stepped into the large, table-filled room and found that it was deserted except for two people. One was the mess hall attendant, who was pacing nervously in front of the bank of replicators near the entrance. The other was a young, blond-haired woman seated at a table where she seemed to be randomly pushing a meatball back and forth through some puddles of tomato sauce on her plate.

“Is that Knight?” Batyn asked the attendant.

“Yes…Hey! Who are you? I haven’t seen you around here before.”

“I’ve been on Condor - 42. Engineering detail.”

“Oh. That would explain…”

“You’re relieved.”

“Excuse me?” the attendant said.

“Wouldn’t you rather be evacuating?”

“Well, yes.”

“Then go. I’ll see to Knight.”

“All right. It’s not like I have to worry about cleaning the place up anyway. It’s just going to be debris in a little while.” The attendant made a hasty departure, which fortunately made him miss Batyn’s eyes bulging at the mention of “debris.” It didn’t take a crack investigating mind to figure out that this evacuation would be closely followed by a rather large explosion.

With a renewed sense of urgency, Batyn approached the woman at the table. “Excuse, ma’am. Are you Knight?”

“Yes,” she said eagerly. “You’re the fish!”

“I’m guessing you’ve heard of me.”

“Uncle’s last message said something about a rook and a fish.”

“Earl Wyndham is your uncle?”

“Yes. Helen Knight,” she said, extending her hand to Batyn. “Thank you so much for coming.”

“Don’t mention it,” Batyn said. “Wyndham didn’t really give us much in the way of a plan, but I’m guessing I’m supposed to get you back to our ship.”

“Admiral Sulu is about to launch the Condor fleet towards Earth,” Knight said.

“Admiral Sulu? Like a Starfleet admiral?”

“Yes. Hitori Sulu. He’s like the great great nephew of Hikaru Sulu or something. He’s the one trying to overthrown the Federation. Uncle convinced me to infiltrate the Condors and feed him information, but he wanted to get me away from here before the fleet launched and I was forced to go along. The admiral cut all outside communication a couple of weeks ago, though. I was able to tell Uncle Earl when the attack was scheduled, but we weren’t able to completely arrange my escape. He just told me he’d get the rook and fish while the antidote did its work.”

“He’s big with the cryptic speak, isn’t he?”

“Frankly, I think he might be a little unstable. Don’t tell him I said that, though.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Batyn said. “Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to get you out of here before we all go boom.”

“What about the rook?” Knight asked as the pair made their way to the exit.

“What about her?” Batyn replied.

“Where is she?”

“Probably assaulting some circus performers.”

“The Crazy Condors? She went in there alone? Do you think she’s all right?” Knight asked concerned.

“No. She’s probably been captured or killed by this point. Serves her right for running off by herself.”

“I know where their cabin is. Should we go help her? I think we have a few minutes before Sulu sets off the self-destruct sequence.”

“Really? A few minutes?”

“Several actually.”

“Carp!”

“Huh?”

“Now we have to go help her!” Batyn snapped.

“Um…do you and this rook actually get along?”

“We’re partners.”

“Is that a good thing?”

“Not usually.”



If she hadn’t been tied to a chair at that particular moment, Dallas probably could have made her escape from the Crazy Condors’ cabin without them even noticing. They were far too busy racing around packing up their belongings in preparation for the forthcoming evacuation.

Instead, every so often as a Crazy Condor got in range, Dallas would try to kick him or her, straining against the dog leash Claude had used to bind her hands behind the chair.

“This time would be far better spent making peace with yourself,” Cullers said as Dallas’ foot missed his knee by a matter of centimeters.

“When I get out of here…”

“You’re NOT getting out of here,” Cullers interrupted. “In a few minutes, this whole place is going to explode, thankfully taking you with it, while we’re on our way to Earth with the Next Federation fleet.”

Dallas started laughing. “This admiral of yours is taking a fleet to Earth? Is he nuts? You won’t even get close.”

“Not if no one sees him coming.”

“Those ships have cloaks?”

“Nothing so obvious,” Cullers said smugly. “With cloaking devices on that many ships, they would cause a major distortion in any sensors they passed. No, the Condor King has a much more elegant solution. Subspace generators.”

“Never heard of them,” Dallas said.

“You should know them well,” Cullers said, a hint of anger slipping into his voice. “You intruded in our efforts to obtain one on Waystation. The Condor King was able to obtain the technology from…other sources.”

“What does it do?”

“It creates a pocket of subspace capable of holding an object, such as a starship, for an indefinite period of time. As we speak, the Next Federation fleet is being stored in hundreds of subspace pockets created by generators mounted along the hull of a simple freighter. So you see, no one will know that we’re coming until we’re already there.”

Dallas glared at him silently.

“Oh come on, Dallas. This is the part where you say ‘You’ll never get away with this.’”

“Go to hell, Cullers.”

“I’m sorry, Samantha. That seems to be your travel itinerary. Is everyone ready?”

“Oui oui,” Claude said nodding, his poodles standing in an orderly line behind him as Matilda hoisted up her large suitcase.

“Very good,” Cullers said, grabbing his own two attache cases. “Farewell, Dallas. If it’s any consolation to you, I’m sure I’ll remember you in my nightmares.”

Cullers opened the cabin door and found himself face-to-face with a giant fish. “About time you opened up,” Batyn said, pushing Cullers back into the room as he and Helen Knight stepped inside. “What did I tell you?” he continued, covering the Crazy Condors with his phaser. “She got captured.”

“Then it’s a good thing we came,” Knight said.

“Uh…sure,” Batyn replied, moving to untie Dallas.

“I know you,” Cullers said, his gaze locked on Knight. “You’re one of us! How could you betray us like this?”

“What? You mean betray you before you betray the Federation?” Knight said.

“Admiral Sulu doesn’t like traitors.”

“He doesn’t seem too fond of you either,” Knight replied.

“That’s not true.”

“Then why didn’t he take you with him? He’s already left, and this place is due to blow up any minute now.”

“We’ll see about that!” Cullers exclaimed, dropping his cases in a huff. In a blur of motion, he reached into his pocket and yanked out the phaser he’d taken from Dallas.

“Batyn!” Knight screamed as Cullers spun toward the Antidean and Dallas. Dallas, now free from the chair, tackled her partner a split second before a phaser blast ripped above their heads. Batyn raised his arm to fire back, but Cullers was already on the move. He grabbed Knight, pressing the phaser up against her skull.

“Keep them here!” Cullers ordered Claude and Matilda as he dragged Knight out into the corridor. Dallas and Batyn scrambled to their feet as Matilda and Claude closed in.

“I’ve got the phaser here,” Batyn said. “Just back off.”

“You won’t have time to shoot us both,” Matilda threatened.

“He won’t have to,” Dallas replied, lowering herself into a fighting stance.

“We really don’t have time for this,” Batyn said.

“I always have time to pummel the likes of you,” Matilda replied.

“This place is going to blow up any minute now. There’s almost no one left on board except us. I don’t know long we have, but I’m guessing it’s not long.”

“Cullers abandoned you,” Dallas said. “He’s going to leave you here to die while he tries to take our friend there…”

“Helen Knight,” Batyn said.

“What?”

“That’s her name.”

“Knight. Cute. Anyway, he’s going to take Knight to your Condor King…”

“Admiral Sulu,” Batyn said.

“What?” Dallas demanded.

“The Condor King is Admiral Hitori Sulu.”

“Okay. Fine. He’s going to take her to Admiral Sulu to get back in his good graces while we all die!”

“He wouldn’t,” Claude said.

“We’re his friends,” Matilda said. “We’re a troupe!”

“Tell him that,” Batyn replied.

Matilda and Claude exchanged a worried glance, then suddenly Matilda tossed her luggage at Dallas and Batyn, knocking the pair of agents back to the floor as the bearded lady, the poodle trainer, and his Fifi Brigade made a break for the exit. Dallas and Batyn got back to their feet moments later and charged off in pursuit.



Admiral Earl Wyndham rubbed his hands together nervously as he paced the docking bay of the Condor’s Nest. He’d been able to take his rooks this far, but now everything rested in their hands. He wasn’t sure how they would stop the Condor King, but he believed that somehow they would. Rook Two had her fierce determination, and Rook One…well, Rook One seemed to have a way to getting things done in ways no one would expect.

Right now, though, Wyndham’s big concern was his Knight. If Rook Two and the fish did not return soon, he would be forced to flee before the Nest was destroyed.

His patience was soon rewarded as his niece, Helen, entered the docking bay. What Wyndham wasn’t prepared for was the armed Adrian Cullers who stepped in behind her.

“Uncle!” Knight exclaimed.

“You again!” Cullers said, recognizing Wyndham from their brief run-in a week earlier in the Cardassian Sector.

“Release my Knight, foul knave!” Wyndham shouted. “Your Condors have flocked without you. The Nest is soon to be ablaze. Abandon your evils and cower before the…”

“Oh, shut up!” Cullers snapped, firing his weapon. The stun blast sent Wyndham collapsing to the deck unconscious.

“EVACUATE. EVACUATE. SELF-DESTRUCT IN 75 SECONDS,” a computer voice boomed.

“Get in there,” Cullers ordered, shoving Knight into the Crazy Condors’ ship.



“How can someone that big move that fast?” Agent Dallas asked as she and Batyn tore down the corridor toward the docking bay with Claude, Matilda, and the poodles running just a bit ahead of them. Actually, considering that Dallas and Batyn had to wait for the next turbolift car to get down to this level, they should have considered themselves lucky to be this close to their quarry.

“EVACUATE. EVACUATE. SELF-DESTRUCT IN 75 SECONDS,” a computer voice boomed.

Dallas glanced to the side as the they passed an intersection and saw three other people running in their direction, a man and a woman in civilian garb and another man in a modern Starfleet uniform. At least they weren’t the only ones still stuck on this death trap.

“Fish guy!” the man in civilian clothes shouted, pointing at Batyn just as he and Dallas headed off down the corridor.

“Fish guy. Real original,” Batyn groused.

“Well, you are,” Dallas said.

“Oh yeah? How would you like it if I started calling you Monkey Girl?”

“Considering some of the other things you’ve called me, that might actually be an improvement.”

“Fine. Monkey girl it is then,” Batyn said.

“I was kidding.”

“Monkey girl.”

“You’d run faster if you didn’t talk.”

“Same to you.”

“EVACUATE. EVACUATE. SELF-DESTRUCT IN 60 SECONDS.”



By the time the countdown hit forty-five seconds, Dallas and Batyn had raced into the docking bay to find Earl Wyndham sprawled out on the deck unconscious while Claude and Matilda frantically pounded on the closed hatch to the Crazy Condors’ vessel.

“Mister Cullers! Adrian!” Matilda pleaded as the ship slowly powered up. “Please take us with you!”

“I don’t think he’s listening,” Dallas said as Batyn saw to Wyndham.

Just then, the two muscle-bound Vulcans stumbled into the docking bay, rubbing their heads and generally looking dazed. They completely ignored the strange assortment of people standing around and headed straight into their own vessel.

“EVACUATE. EVACUATE. SELF-DESTRUCT IN 30 SECONDS.”

“We don’t have time for this,” Dallas said, slapping her hand at the empty air until she felt the cold metal of their cloaked ship’s hull. “Get Wyndham aboard.”

“Where’s the hatch?” Batyn asked.

“Working on it,” Dallas said, working her way around the ship.

BONK.

“Ow.”

CLANG.

“OW!”

BAM.

“DAMMIT!”

Dallas finally disappeared into the cloaked ship. A moment later, the ship shimmered into existence. Batyn was already dragging Wyndham toward the hatch as Claude and Matilda looked back and forth from the Crazy Condors’ ship to the new vessel that had just presented itself.

“EVACUATE. EVACUATE. SELF-DESTRUCT IN 15 SECONDS.”

The decision was taken out of their hands as Cullers lifted off, speeding through the open docking bay doors and the force field that was holding in the bay’s atmosphere. He was almost immediately followed by the Vulcans’ ship.

“Are you two coming or not?” Batyn demanded, sticking his head out of the hatch.

“You mean it?”

“Do you want to die?”

“NOOO!!!” Claude and Matilda screamed, charging up the ramp, poodles close behind. Batyn just managed to close the hatch as Dallas propelled the ship out of the docking bay and out into the open space of the asteroid ring as fast as she could get the ship to move.

Moments later, the ship lurched forward, buffeted by the shockwave emanating from the self-destructing Condor’s Nest.

“You saved us!” Claude said.

“Nice of me, wasn’t it?” Batyn said, drawing his phaser and stunning them both. “Now do me a favor and stay asleep.”

“Yip! Yip! Yip! Yip!” the poodles barked, circling their fallen master.

“I’m starting to get why Dallas blew the last bunch of you up,” Batyn grumbled, heading into the cockpit where Dallas was just steering them toward the edge of the asteroid ring. Batyn checked the sensors and saw an Excelsior-class starship chasing what appeared to be a shuttle and a runabout. “Is that the same ship that was chasing Wyndham?” Batyn asked, sliding into the co- pilot’s seat.

“Got me. They all look alike,” Dallas said, her attention focused on the console in front of her. The Vulcans’ ship had headed off one way while Cullers was speeding in the general direction of Earth. Guess who Dallas was following?

Batyn’s eyes were pulled away from the sensors as something thudded against the back of his chair. Suddenly, Admiral Wyndham spun him around and practically landed in his lap.

“Helen,” he said weakly, obviously still dazed from the effect of the stun blast he’d suffered earlier.

“We know,” Dallas said curtly. “Cullers has her.”

“Magretha.”

“Who?”

“Magretha!” Wyndham said more insistently.

“We didn’t meet a Magretha,” Dallas replied. “Why don’t you go lay down or something?”

“It’s a star system,” Batyn said.

“Huh?”

“You want us to go to Magretha?” Batyn asked, pulling up the coordinates on his console. The system was nearby, but not in the direction they were currently heading.

“But Cullers isn’t going that way,” Dallas said.

“Starfleet,” Wyndham said, trying to shake off the stun blast.

“Magretha is kind of an out of the way system,” Batyn said, looking over the computer’s information on Magretha.

“The padd!” Dallas exclaimed suddenly, leaping up from her chair.

“What?” Batyn demanded.

“There’s something about Magretha in one of the padds in the back,” Dallas said. “Keep on Cullers. I’ll be right back.”

“Fine,” Batyn said, handing Dallas his phaser. “Check on Claude and Matilda while you’re at it.” Dallas disappeared into the common area as Batyn helped Wyndham into the co-pilot’s seat while he slipped into the pilot’s chair.

Several thuds and a couple of crashes sounded from the common area, followed by an angry shout of “Where is it?”, which was immediately followed by a chorus of yips.

“Got it!”

“Yip! Yip! Yip!”

ZAP! ZAP!

“Shut up!”

“Yip! Yip! Yip!”

ZAP! ZAP! ZAP! ZAP! ZAP! ZAP!

“There,” Dallas said, re-entering the cockpit with a padd a few moments later. “I knew it was back there.”

“Uh huh,” Batyn said. “So what does it say?”

“The first, forth, and eighth fleets are supposed to be in the Magretha system right now for maneuvers.”

Wyndham nodded. “That’s why the Condor King went now. Less of a Starfleet presence at the core worlds. Plus, he could lead his flock within striking distance of them without Starfleet knowing the danger that was passing them by. The Condor King is a master player, but he neglected this game. And now my rooks will put him in check.”

“You’ve got to get to Magretha and warn the fleet,” Dallas said to Batyn.

“Unless you plan on disembarking, you’re part of that you,” Batyn replied.

“I’m disembarking,” Dallas said. “You’re beaming me onto Cullers’ ship.”

“Rescue the Knight,” Wyndham said.

“I promise,” Dallas said, then headed to the transporter alcove by way of the common area.

ZAP! ZAP! ZAP! ZAP! ZAP! ZAP! ZAP! ZAP!

“As soon as she’s gone, remind me to go back there and tie everyone up,” Batyn said.

“Excellent! Bind the Condors before they can again take wing and nip us with their sharpened beaks!” Wyndham replied.

“Er…never mind.”



Dallas was gaining on him! Damn her for having a cloaked ship sitting in that docking bay! How was Cullers supposed to make his escape from her when she kept escaping from him? Next time, he wouldn’t be so nice. No more asking someone else to kill her. No more waiting around. Next time, he would just shoot her and be done with it.

But at this point, that wouldn’t be satisfying. No. If he ever got the chance, Cullers was going to make her suffer. She would pay in pain! Wow, that sounded over-dramatic. Oh well. He was a ringmaster at heart. Drama went with the territory.

His mind was busy envisioning various ways to break Dallas’ bones when he noticed a soft hum at the edge of his hearing. It took him just a moment longer to recognize it as the hum of a transporter. He scooped up the phaser he’d taken from Dallas earlier that day and raced out into the common area where Helen Knight lay bound on a sofa just as the transporter sequence finished.

Now was his chance. Samantha Dallas was standing before him, phaser drawn.

“You really cannot keep pursuing me like this, Miss Dallas. It’s unseemly,” Cullers said as the two adversaries kept their weapons trained on each other.

“What can I say? I want your body.”

“I have a few things I’d like to do to yours as well,” Cullers said. “I have a proposal for you, my dear Samantha. Let’s put these weapons aside and settle this the way we both want to. I’ll even go first.” Cullers tossed his phaser onto the nearby table and balled up his fists. Pummeling Dallas from one end of the ship to the other then delivering her bloodied body to Admiral Sulu would be better than any therapy he could imagine.

“You’re on,” Dallas said, tossing her phaser onto the table beside Cullers’ and crouching into her fighting stance.

“I’ve been waiting for this for a long time, Dallas. My fists are going to…”

BAM!

Dallas’ fist slammed into Cullers’ jaw with a force unlike anything he had ever felt, but then that was kind of the problem. Cullers had never been in a fist fight in his life. He hit the deck a second later completely unconscious.

Dallas stood back from her fallen opponent warily, expecting a trick. When nothing happened, she kicked him a couple of times, just to be sure.

“That’s it?” she demanded disappointed. “One punch!” She moved over to Knight, untying and ungagging the woman. “I can’t believe he just fell over like that,” Dallas continued.

“Me either,” Knight said, rubbing her wrists. “If I’d known, I would have hit him and saved you the trouble.”

Dallas looked down at the insensate ringmaster. “Oh, it was no trouble. Actually, I could have handled a bit more trouble. Now I’m just…frustrated! I wanted to beat him up!”

“You still can hit him a few times,” Knight said as she started to bind Cullers arms and legs. “I won’t tell anyone.”

The Starfleet Intel agent pondered the idea for a moment. “Nah,” she said finally. “That just wouldn’t be any fun.”



“Investigation Log. Stardate 54000.4. After securing Cullers, Lieutenant Knight and I decided to continue on the course Cullers had set, which would presumably take us to Admiral Sulu’s freighter full of starships. Before we could reach the freighter, though, we were overtaken by the combined forces of Starfleet’s first, fourth, and eighth fleets. The Crazy Condors’ ship has been taken aboard the USS Truman, currently under the command of Admiral Edward Cooper, who was overseeing the fleet maneuvers in the Magretha system. Adrian Cullers is now in the brig where Claude and Matilda were already waiting for him. The poodles are presumably somewhere as well. Hopefully in the next cell. Little monsters.

“Admiral Cooper has asked Admiral Wyndham to join him on the bridge as they attempt to stop the Condor fleet. Helen Knight is being debriefed concerning her time with the Next Federation. As for Batyn and I…we’re pretty much not doing a thing.”



“I feel like we should be up there,” Agent Dallas said, peering out the viewport of the guest quarters she’d been given on the Truman as the ship streaked ahead at high warp. “Wyndham wouldn’t have gotten this far without us.”

“Yes, but Wyndham has the rank,” Batyn said, enjoying the feel of the plush chair in which he’d planted himself. It wasn’t quite a nice warm tank, but it would do. Overall, he had to admit that these Sovereign-class ships were pretty nice.

“What rank? The man’s AWOL and insane,” Dallas said. “I’m almost surprised Cooper even listened to him.”

“They’re evidently old friends,” Batyn replied. “But I still had to give Cooper the nut-job to English translation. I had him convinced by the time Claude and Matilda came to. Then they started babbling everything they knew, which just cemented things. Most of it was them ranting against Cullers for leaving them behind, but they had enough real information that Cooper was ready to send in the cavalry.”

“Let’s just hope we’re in time,” Dallas said. “Who knows how far Sulu could have gotten by now?”

“Not too far,” Batyn said.

“How do you know?”

“We’re coming out of warp.”

Dallas turned back to the viewport, which gave a great view out of the front of the Truman’s saucer, as the stars shifted from streaks to pinpoints. Up ahead, Sulu’s freighter was drifting, surrounded by several starships with more emerging from their subspace pockets all the time. Just beyond them, an Excelsior-class starship sat monitoring the action.

“Is that Rook One’s ship again?” Batyn asked in disbelief. “He really gets around.”

“Remind me to find out who he is at some point,” Dallas said.

“I’ll do that…assuming of course that we aren’t about to be killed in a massive firefight.”

There was no fight. Seeing themselves hopelessly outnumbered, the Next Federation ships surrendered without firing a shot, and, despite the lack of action, Dallas wasn’t disappointed in the slightest.



STARDATE 54012.3

EARTH STARFLEET INTELLIGENCE HQ



“I never thought I’d be glad to see this place again,” Agent Batyn said as he and Dallas walked through the corridors of the Starfleet Intel Headquarters building in Moscow. Starfleet had been busy dealing with the processing of the ships and officers of the Next Federation, so Dallas and Batyn had been forced to catch a civilian transport from Waystation to the Cardassian Sector, where they had left the Runabout Pee Dee. Once back on the Pee Dee, Batyn had immediately retreated to the sanctity and comfort of his own tank, but now he was more than happy to not be on a spaceship of any kind. He’d had quite enough for a while.

“It does feel good, doesn’t it?” Dallas replied with a smile.

“It should to you. We helped break a conspiracy to overthrow the Federation, everything you’ve been saying for the last couple of years turned out to be true, and you’ve been completely vindicated.”

“I have, haven’t I? Now if we could only figure out where that bastard Sulu is. I still can’t believe he escaped.”

“There was a lot going on and a lot of ships flying around. It was easy to miss one runabout. Starfleet will find him,” Batyn said.

“They’d better. Or I will,” Dallas replied as she and Batyn stepped into the outer office of their superior, Admiral Gitt, ignoring his secretary as they headed toward his office door.

“You know how I hate loose ends,” Dallas continued.

“I’m not real big on them either,” Batyn said.

“Then let’s wrap up this one.”

Inside the office, Admiral Gitt was bordering on a nervous wreck. The Condor fleet was gone, Admiral Sulu had gone into hiding, and the Next Federation was a complete failure. At least Gitt had stayed on Earth instead of joining the others at the Condor’s Nest. Only Sulu knew of Gitt’s involvement at all. His job had been to keep Starfleet Intel away from the Next Federation, a task at which he’d evidently failed. This was all Dallas and Batyn’s fault. He’d avenge Sulu somehow, though. Maybe he could find them even worse cases to investigate. He’d make their lives miserable until he could find a way to get them killed in the line of duty.

The Benzite admiral almost jumped out of his desk chair as the two agents he’d just sworn death to charged into his office, phasers drawn.

“Morning, Admiral,” Dallas said. “You’re under arrest.”

So much for that revenge thing.



THE END
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